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Kelly J. Barber-Lester: Choosing to Learn: Exploring White Teachers’ Paths of Critical 
Consciousness Development 
(Under the direction of Eileen C. Parsons) 
 
Freire once wrote, “Education either functions as an instrument which is used to facilitate 
integration of the younger generation into the logic of the present system and bring about 
conformity or it becomes the practice of freedom, the means by which men and women deal 
critically and creatively with reality and discover how to participate in the transformation of 
their world” (Freire, 2005, p.34). This dissertation argues that the aim of education should be 
the latter, and that in order to achieve that aim, we must employ a teaching force of critically 
conscious educators.  Owing to the fact that approximately 80% of our current teaching force 
is White, and thereby occupy a dominant racial positionality within U.S. society, this study 
aimed to explore White teachers’ paths of critical consciousness development over their life 
courses. This study is grounded in Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 2009) as 
a conceptual framework, with particular attention to the construct and process of critical 
consciousness (Freire, 2005).  Utilizing a qualitative descriptive design with a life history 
approach, three White teachers were purposively selected based on evidence of critically 
conscious thinking about education for deep case study. Each teacher participated in ten to 
fifteen hours of life-history interviews, utilizing a timeline-construction elicitation device. A 
cross-case thematic analysis resulted in five major themes: Motivators, Context, Influencers, 





critical consciousness based on specific sources of motivation (Motivators). Throughout their 
paths, both broad contextual factors and localized environments (Context) played important 
roles in both supporting and undermining critical consciousness development. Specific 
people (Influencers) along their paths influenced critical consciousness development through 
their roles as More Radical Others. Both material (media, social media) and conceptual 
(words, language) Resources served as supports. Critical consciousness development was 
driven through variety of processes (Mechanisms), including observing, experiencing and 
resolving contradictions, experiencing marginalization or difference, taking action, engaging 
in conversation, and choosing to learn. Findings are discussed in relation to how they 
illuminate and expand a process model of critical consciousness. Implications for teacher 
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 CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  
Equity Demands Critical Consciousness 
Social inequity, particularly race-based inequity, is a constant which runs through the 
history of our nation (Bell, 1992). Built on lands stolen from indigenous peoples and on the 
stolen lives, labor, and humanity of African peoples enslaved and oppressed for hundreds of 
years, our nation has grown from a foundation of inequity and oppression which continues to 
run fervently through the structures and systems we have today.  
Our system of schooling is in no way separate from these inequitable foundations. For 
decades there has been concern over the ever-persistent gap in educational outcomes between 
White1 students and those that are members of marginalized racial or ethnic groups, such as 
African American, Latinx and Native American Indian students2 (Coleman et al., 1966; 
National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). In addition to the oft-cited 
quantitative gaps that are typically based on standardized test scores (Bohrnstedt, Kitmitto, 
                                                            
1 I continually engage in an internal struggle over the most productive terminology for referencing White 
people/European Americans in the pursuit of anti-racist action. I have elected to use the word White, as opposed 
to European American, in my own writing here to denote people racialized as White in the United States. I view 
White as a racial identifier. I make this choice in order to highlight the racialized experiences of all people in 
the U.S. and in particular White people, who so frequently fail to recognize the raced nature of their own and 
others’ experiences. I also continually struggle with whether or not it is more effective to capitalize or not the 
word White. I have elected to capitalize it, and any other racial identifiers used in this writing (e.g. Black), for 
the same aim of highlighting the racialization of all of our experiences. 
2 In the literature cited herein, there are a variety of terms used to describe students from racially or ethnically 
marginalized backgrounds. As the focus of this study is on critical consciousness, the term marginalized or 
racially or ethnically marginalized will be used frequently to describe more broadly students who are 
marginalized by “systemic inequalities based on race, ethnicity and language” (Paris, 2012, p. 96). To avoid 
redundancy, I sometimes also use the designation “students of color.” When relevant, I reference specific 
groups. In my own writing, I purposefully use the term Black to denote a racial designation and African 
American to denote a cultural designation (Morton, 2017). I do attempt, however, to stay consistent with the 






Ogut, Sherman & Chan, 2015; Vanneman, Hamilton, Anderson & Rahman, 2009) and 
graduation rates (Schott Foundation, 2012), other scholars have discussed schooling inequity 
more qualitatively in terms of the subtractive and assimilationist schooling experiences of 
marginalized students (Bartolomé, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 1992a; Paris & Alim, 2014; 
Valenzuela, 2010). Subtractive and assimilationist schooling experiences divest marginalized 
youth from important social and cultural resources (Valenzuela, 2010) by attempting to 
absorb these youth into the dominant culture and the existing social and economic order 
(Ladson-Billings, 1992b).  Not unrelated to the quantitative gaps, this type of inequity 
highlights the racially-, linguistically-, and culturally-biased nature of schooling in the United 
States. In order to genuinely address inequitable educational experiences and outcomes, these 
systemic biases, in schooling and beyond, must be confronted and any solution must address 
them directly.  
While the inequitable systems within which teachers work are quite powerful, 
teachers themselves retain the ability to ultimately make important decisions that impact 
profoundly the type of education that the students in their classrooms experience. Though 
they may be few and far between, there do exist “dreamkeepers” (Ladson-Billings, 1994; 
Ladson-Billings, 2000; Duncan-Andrade, 2007; Catone, 2017), who approach their teaching 
with a critical consciousness that drives their equity-oriented pedagogy. These teachers strive 
to prepare all of their students, and in particular their racially and ethnically marginalized 
students, to not only achieve academically, but to do so in a way that maintains their cultural 





This study investigates and describes, using a life history approach, three White 
teachers’ paths of critical consciousness3. In the following pages, I explain the problem that 
this study seeks to address by arguing for the central role of critical consciousness in the 
pursuit of educational equity. I then posit that it is both important and appropriate, therefore, 
to examine teachers’ paths of critical consciousness. In particular, I explain why it is 
necessary to consider specifically White teachers’ paths of critical consciousness. I conclude 
with a statement on my own positionality, highlighting how salient aspects of my own 
experiences have shaped the design and execution of this study. 
Education, Equity, and Oppression 
 Many terms are used within the sphere of education without appropriate attention to 
their meaning. This is particularly true today, when nearly everyone seems to be concerned 
with education “reform” in some way, shape, or form. Equity is one of those terms. As the 
issue of equity is of central importance to this study, I feel it necessary here to explain what I 
mean when I refer to equity. Due to the importance of individualism, meritocracy, and 
universalism in the traditional school narrative (discussed in detail in the coming sections) 
the issue of equity is often incorrectly framed as equality (Secada, 1989). By definition, 
equality relates to the idea of things being equal or the same. Considering the implication of 
sameness, it is easy to draw a clear line to the issues of universalism (everyone has the same 
opportunity), individualism (because we all have the same opportunity, what I, individually, 
do matters), and meritocracy (because everyone has the same opportunity, and what I 
                                                            
3 Use of the phrase “path of critical consciousness” is purposeful. As opposed to something that one “has” or 
“does not have,” critical consciousness is understood as something that is always in the process of development. 
In short, I conceptualize critical consciousness as a path or a journey, with no final end point. Chapter 2 






individually do matters, when I succeed or fail, it is because I deserve it). Equity as equality 
or sameness, a key characteristic of liberalism and the focus on formal equality of 
opportunity (La Brecque, 1990), serves as the basis for the mass use of and faith in 
standardized testing and mass-produced curricula. It assumes that all are at the same starting 
place and disregards the current conditions of various groups and the origins of those 
conditions. It focuses on parceling out the same education and resources to all students, 
implying that everyone gets the same amount of the same thing (Duncan-Andrade, 2007). It 
undergirds the reluctance to consider how systemic issues inside of and outside of school 
influence students’ scholastic and life-long success. This focus on equality, and steadfast 
dedication to the underlying values of the traditional school narrative, result in the prevalence 
of superficial and sanitized multicultural initiatives that disregard genuine issues of equity 
(Gorski & Salwell, 2015). In contrast to equality, equity is centrally concerned with justice, 
which requires attending to and combating systemic and structural biases and discrimination. 
An equitable education, therefore, refocuses educational efforts towards rectifying issues of 
social and economic injustice that are historically rooted and systemically perpetuated 
(Gutstein et al., 2005).  
In considering systemic and structural biases and discrimination, it is necessary to 
acknowledge the various and intersecting ways that oppression operates within a given 
context. I use the term oppression to denote the “interlocking forces that create and sustain 
injustice” (Bell, 2016, p.5). It is important to note, here, that this definition of oppression, by 
focusing on forces that create and sustain injustice, includes both mechanisms that privilege 
some groups (promoting their dominance) and those that oppress some groups (promoting 





of oppression are multifaceted and vary according to one’s position along various axes of 
social identity. The term “intersectionality” was coined by Crenshaw (1989) to push attention 
toward the multidimensionality of experiences of oppression. This seminal work centers the 
experiences of Black women, contrasting the multidimensionality of their experiences with 
the typical “single-axis analysis that distorts these experiences” (Crenshaw, 1989, p. 139). 
Crenshaw’s intersectionality helps us to examine how “dominant conceptions of 
discrimination condition us to think about subordination as disadvantage occurring along a 
single category” (Crenshaw, 1989, p. 140). An intersectional approach, in contrast, 
acknowledges the “intercentricity of racialized oppression—the layers of subordination based 
on race, gender, class, immigration status, surname, phenotype, accent and sexuality” 
(Solorzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 25).  
 From an intersectional perspective, oppression is considered at the intersections and 
interactions between various socially constructed categories. Society categorizes groups of 
people through the process of social construction (Bell, 2016). These group categories (such 
as race or gender) are not “real” per say, but have very “real” effect and consequences due to 
their influence on implicit beliefs, systems, and social practices which operate as if the social 
categories were real (Bell, 2016). In the United States we have major socially constructed 
categories based on race, class, gender, sexual orientation, and other social markers. These 
ways of categorizing social identity groups are embedded in our history, patterns of 
immigration, geography and socio-political context (Bell, 2016). These social constructions 
are then used to rationalize differential allocation of resources, differential treatment, and 
social inequities broadly in ways that make inequitable outcomes seem inevitable. Racism, 





“cultural messages and institutional policies and practices as well as the beliefs and actions of 
individuals” (Tatum, 2000, p. 127), is an example of this. Per this definition, racism in the 
United States operates not only in terms of its ideological components, but more importantly 
in terms of a racialized social system, in which 
the placement of people in racial categories involves some form of hierarchy that 
produces definite social relations between the races. The race placed in the 
superior position tends to receive greater economic remuneration and access to 
better occupations and/or prospects in the labor market, occupies a primary 
position in the political system, is granted higher social estimation (e.g. is viewed 
as “smarter” or “better looking”), often has the license to draw physical 
(segregation) as well as social (racial etiquette) boundaries between itself and 
other races, and receives what DuBois (1939) calls a “psychological wage.” 
(Bonilla-Silva, 1997, p. 469-470) 
 Conceptualizing oppression as intersectional across various axes of socially 
constructed categories undergirds the way in which critical consciousness is conceptualized 
broadly within this work. Rather than a focus on a single axis of consciousness, the focus is 
to consider participants’ critical consciousness development with respect to various axes of 
oppression, specifically race, class, gender and sexual orientation, four major social 
categories in the United States.      
Exploring the Problem Space: Challenging the Traditional Narrative of Schooling 
The traditional and dominant narrative (Giroux, 1989) about schools and the purpose 
of education in the United States asserts that schools are the key to individual success and 
that the provision of a free public education will be the great equalizer in American society. 
In this traditional view of schooling, access to a free public education is meant to ensure that 
all Americans can pull themselves up by their bootstraps and be successful in the pursuit of 
material wealth if they simply work hard and take advantage of the educational opportunities 
available to them (Labaree, 2010). This narrative is tied to problematic neoliberal values 





section. First, meritocracy has been referred to as, “the myth that you get ahead simply by 
virtue of your hard work and talents” (Bartolomé, 2004, p.103), an underpinning of the well-
known idea of the American Dream. Meritocracy is also often used as a way to justify and 
explain the existing social order, which maintains racially and ethnically marginalized people 
at the “bottom” and Whites on the “top” of the political, socioeconomic and academic 
ladders (Bartolome, 2004; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Tied to meritocracy are strong values 
placed on individualism and universalism. Individualism places high value on autonomy, 
independence, uniqueness and self-reliance, favoring freedom of action over collectivity 
(Triandis, 2018). In a meritocracy, it is individual effort alone that is credited for one’s 
success or failure. Furthermore, the idea of a “free society,” which does not acknowledge the 
oppressive order that is at work, perpetuates universalist myths that “all persons are free to 
work where they wish, that if they don’t like their boss they can leave him and look for 
another…the myth that anyone who is industrious can become an entrepreneur” (Freire, 
2005, p. 139). Universalism centers on the idea that there is a common human experience, 
and that differences between human beings are either unreal or unimportant (Budziszewski, 
2010). The assumption of one universal experience or set of opportunities reinforces 
individualism and meritocracy. Schools are often posited as a mechanism by which to “level 
the playing field” (Villegas & Lucas, 2002, p. 22). From that base of a level playing field 
(which is part of the liberal commitment to formal equality of opportunity), there is assumed 
to be universal, equal opportunity that allows students to rise or fall according to their own 
individual merit and effort (Ukpokodu, 2007). From this perspective, the system of 
domination is perpetuated by failing to consider, much less interrogate or combat, the 





success of both marginalized and privileged students (Villegas & Lucas, 2002; Ukpokodu, 
2007).  
The belief in universalism also contributes to the framing of schooling as an apolitical 
or neutral endeavor. Universalism leads to the treatment of school and schooling as largely 
devoid of material and social context. Evidence for this ranges from the tendency toward 
mass-produced, boxed curricular materials that are designed toward the “average” (typically 
White and middle-class) students, to the adoption of large curricular projects which avoid 
controversial topics and ideas (Britzman, 2000). This view fails to acknowledge that when 
educators “select a particular textbook, a unit of study, or provide specific knowledge, they 
are exercising political choices and decisions” (Ukpokodu, 2007, p.11).  Shor (1987) explains 
that the use of a curriculum that does not in some way challenge the current and standard 
conditions of society communicates to students that both knowledge and the world are fixed, 
are not in need of change, and there is no role for the students to play in transforming them. 
This universalistic, meritocratic, individualist narrative of schooling fails to provide an 
equitable education for marginalized students across our nation, and further fails to equip all 
students with the necessary critical consciousness to become agents of change towards equity 
and social justice.  
Not quite meritocratic, universal, or apolitical: Failings of the traditional 
narrative. This traditional narrative of schooling has a strong bias in its predictive value 
along racial lines. There is ample evidence to suggest that, rather than meritocratic and 
universal, students’ schooling experiences are very much influenced by systemic 
discrimination and bias, both within and without the schooling system. The aforementioned 





students tend to perform at lower levels on traditional measures of achievement as compared 
to their White counterparts (Vanneman et al., 2009). This has become commonly referred to 
as the “achievement gap” (Ladson-Billings, 2006a; 2013). However, the term “achievement 
gap” decontextualizes the achievement disparities among racial groups in the U.S. from the 
historical, economic, and sociopolitical conditions deliberately devised to create them 
(Ladson-Billings, 2006a; 2013). The term “education debt” (Ladson-Billings, 2006a; 2013) 
reframes these disparities by recognizing them as a result of purposeful decisions and 
policies that have characterized our society.  The debt is ongoing and the effects of it have 
compounded throughout the history of our nation and continue to be felt acutely today.  
As is clear in the conception of education debt, issues of systemic inequity do not 
reside in school-based systems alone, but are interconnected with systemic oppression 
throughout our society. While even a minimal review of the abundant and varied types of 
systemic oppression historically and currently in US society is well beyond the scope of this 
dissertation, several examples illustrate the historical and contemporary systemic oppression 
of various groups. Mass-incarceration and the so-called war on drugs disproportionately 
affect communities of color (Alexander, 2010). In fact, systemic discrimination is evident at 
all levels of the criminal justice system. For example, though Black people and White people 
use drugs at virtually the same rate (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2014), 
Black people are arrested for drug use at a much higher rate (Human Rights Watch, 2009).  
Though we lack federal-level data on racial profiling, a look a city-level data shows evidence 
of bias in policing. For example, in Ferguson, Missouri, Black people are stopped, searched, 
and arrested more than White people, despite the fact that White people are more likely to be 





evidence of systemic oppression in the disparate sentencing guidelines for those who possess 
crack cocaine (who are more likely to be of low socioeconomic status and Black) and those 
who possess powder cocaine (more likely to be used by Whites; Palamar et al., 2015). 
Federal sentencing legislation was passed in the mid-1980s that included mandatory 
sentencing laws that produced much more severe sentencing for those convicted of 
possessing crack cocaine to the tune of a 100:1 ratio (Coyle, 2002). This means that 
possession of 500 grams of powder cocaine triggered a mandatory 5-year sentence, while 
possession of merely 5 grams of crack cocaine will trigger the same five year sentence 
(Coyle, 2002). More recent legislation passed in 2010 has reduced that to an 18:1 ratio, but 
did not eliminate the sentencing disparity entirely and did not apply retroactively to those 
arrested prior to it its enactment (Palamar et al., 2015). Ultimately these factors converge, 
alongside others, with the result being that African Americans make up approximately 13 % 
of the population of the United States, but represent 59% of the U.S.’s prison population 
(U.S. Department of Justice, 2014). There is also research to show specific examples of 
economic oppression. For example, Black borrowers applying for loans are denied at higher 
rates and pay higher interest rates than White borrowers with comparable qualifications 
(Cheng, Lin & Liu, 2015; Kau, Kennan, Munneke, 2012). People of color are also targeted 
by predatory lending schemes, which include high interest rates and risky loans (Cheng et al., 
2015; Kau et al., 2012). Additionally, research in public health has documented numerous 
health disparities between racial groups, with African Americans and Latinos having less 
access to care and greater negative health consequences than their White counterparts 





 The previous examples demonstrate that issues of injustice and inequity are not 
confined to the school system, and that in order to begin to genuinely address issues of social 
inequity we must recognize and challenge how systems of oppression operate throughout our 
society as a whole. Critical consciousness in education plays an essential role in creating a 
more equitable, just society. This goal, as former President Barack Obama (2008) reminded 
us, is a goal expressed in the vision of our nation at the time of its founding. It is our 
responsibility, therefore, to continue to strive in order to “narrow that gap between the 
promise of our ideals and the reality of our time” (Obama, 2008).  
Teaching with Critical Consciousness 
The imperative of addressing systemic bias and oppression, working towards a more 
equitable and just society, directly requires a critical consciousness. Ladson-Billings (1995) 
defines critical consciousness4 as the ability to recognize, understand, interrogate and engage 
with social inequities, often with political action implications. Though I flesh out the 
construct of critical consciousness further in the next chapter, the definition provided here, 
beautiful in its simplicity, highlights the fundamental elements of a critical consciousness: 1) 
recognizing, understanding and interrogating social inequity, and 2) the action that takes 
place in an effort to combat or correct that inequity, to seek justice. Critical consciousness 
plays a central role in the theory of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP; Ladson-Billings, 
                                                            
4 I, herein, will use the term critical consciousness, though Ladson-Billings herself has even used it 
interchangeably with the term “sociopolitical consciousness” (1998, p. 262; also used by Jackson (2011), 
Murray & Milner (2015) and many others). Other scholars have used other terms to denote concepts that are 
virtually interchangeable with critical consciousness, constituting the same main components of awareness and 
action. Some of these include Bartolome’s (1994, p. 178) “political clarity,” Ukpokodu’s (2007, p. 11) “socially 
conscious” and “sociopolitical development” (Watts et al, 2003, p. 185). For the sake of clarity and consistency, 
I use the term critical consciousness exclusively when the meaning of the term, as described herein, aligns 
substantially with the definitions of other similar and related terms, utilized by other scholars in the field. In 
more colloquial and less academic language, the term “woke” (Cherry-McDaniel, 2017, p. 42), increasingly 






1995), which is discussed in detail in Chapter 2 and serves as the conceptual framework for 
this study.  
Understanding the relationship between teachers’ critical consciousness and their 
ability to pursue equitable, culturally relevant pedagogy highlights the importance of how 
teachers think about their pedagogy and the world. Education towards equity is 
fundamentally about how teachers think about “the social contexts, the students, about the 
curriculum and about instruction” (Ladson-Billings, 2006b, p. 30). Teaching with critical 
consciousness “requires teachers and other educationalists to examine what they do or do not 
do in relation to a social order replete with inequities that includes but extends beyond their 
own classrooms” (Parsons & Wall, 2011, p. 17).  
It is the ability for teachers to think in a critically conscious way, oriented toward 
awareness of social inequity and action towards justice, which undergirds equity-oriented 
pedagogy. If we want teachers who are able to teach in ways which help students develop 
their own critical consciousness, then teachers themselves must be on the path of critical 
consciousness. It is, therefore, of central importance to understand teachers’ own paths of 
critical consciousness, which they bring to bear on how they think about education. 
Understanding teachers’ paths of critical consciousness will help us to be better prepared to 
support teachers in coming to and moving along that path. Breaking free of the tendency to 
reduce pedagogy to skills (Bartolomé, 1994), and instead delving deeply into the issue of 
how critically conscious teachers have come to think the way they do about education and 
the world will provide vital insight into how we might promote that type of critical 
consciousness development in other teachers.  





Teachers’ critical consciousness is an imperative in attaining equitable education and 
research on how teachers develop it is limited and necessary. This study examines the 
development of critical consciousness among White teachers, a population selected for 
several reasons. Students of color (Black, Latinx, Asian, Pacific Islander, and American 
Indian/Alaska Native) now make up more than 50% of the overall K-12 student population in 
the United States, with White students making up fewer than 49% and dropping (NCES, 
2017 ). At the same time, the U.S. teaching force remains majority White, middle-class and 
female (Assaf, Garza & Battle, 2010; Buehler, Ruggles Gere, Dallavis & Haviland, 2009; 
Laughter, 2011).  Over 80% of our current teaching force is White, a trend which has 
persisted since at least the 1980s (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). This racial gap 
between student body and teaching force has been described as the “demographic 
imperative” (Lowenstein, 2009, p. 167). It raises questions about whether an overwhelmingly 
White and middle-class teaching body is adequately prepared to teach a student body which 
is increasingly multiracial or multiethnic and “likely to be divided along linguistic, religious, 
ability and economic lines that matter in today’s schools (Ladson-Billings, 2001, p. 14). In 
short, we have a lot of White, middle-class teachers, and an increasingly large proportion of 
students that are marginalized across a variety of axes.  
One often argued way to address this “demographic imperative” is in recruiting and 
retaining more teachers of color. I certainly recognize and support the need and value in that 
approach. When compared with their White peers, teachers of color have been shown to be 
more likely to hold higher expectations of students of color, confront issues of racism 
(Grissom & Redding, 2016), serve as advocates and cultural brokers, and develop more 





background (Villegas & Irvine, 2010). However, the reality we face is that we have a current 
teaching force that is 80% White and holding strong. Therefore, even in the presence of 
efforts to recruit and retain more teachers of color, the need to consider the critical 
consciousness development of White teachers, specifically, remains pressing.  
 I also choose to focus on White teachers because they exist in a sphere of 
experiences that is highly influenced by their status as White people (and often, too, as 
middle-class people). As Parsons and Wall (2011, p. 21) explain, “The United States, like 
many societies worldwide, is stratified. On a large scale, as a consequence of history, public 
life in the United States is stratified by wealth, education and race, and these strata do not 
exist in isolation but often overlap.” Experiences of and views of being members of U.S. 
society differ across strata. Rather than there being one universal lived experience of the U.S. 
citizen, “groups and the individuals that comprise different strata in the United States 
perceive and live substantially different realities” (Parsons & Wall, 2011, p. 21). White 
teachers occupy positions within the strata that are privileged (e.g. White, college-educated, 
and often middle-class), and their positionality can make it challenging for them to 
understand the importance of teaching in culturally relevant, equity oriented ways (Picower, 
2009; Ladson-Billings, 2001; Cochran-Smith, 2004; Irvine, 2003). Their privileged positions 
render it difficult, often, for “people and groups to acknowledge the existence of inherent 
inequities in a stratified society that privileges them—a herculean obstacle to surmount in 
order to interrogate and disrupt social inequity” (Parsons & Wall, 2011, p. 21-22). In 
overcoming this obstacle, privileged individuals must be able to come to “perceive inequities 
that are evident to those who occupy less privileged strata in the United States” (Parsons & 





with social inequities, what I am conceptualizing as the path of critical consciousness, is the 
central concern of this study.  
Summary of the Problem Statement  
As I have argued herein, critical consciousness undergirds culturally relevant, equity-
oriented pedagogy. In order for teachers to be able to engage in pedagogy that prepares their 
students to be active agents of change in their world, the teachers themselves must be on the 
path of critical consciousness. White teachers hold an outsized presence in the school system 
and occupy privileged social positions. These factors render them an important and 
interesting case to consider with relation to their development of critical consciousness. 
Driving education towards genuinely culturally relevant, equity-oriented practices requires 
that we delve more deeply into the matter of how teachers themselves come to develop 
critical consciousness.  
Aim of the Study and Research Questions 
This study uses a life history approach to explore, understand, and describe White 
teachers’ perceptions of their paths of critical consciousness over the courses of their lives. 
Toward this aim, this study investigates the following research questions: 
For White teachers who show evidence of critical consciousness in how they think about 
education: 
How do participants describe their paths of critical consciousness?  
a. What experiences do participants view as significant to their paths of 
critical consciousness?  
b. How do participants describe how their paths of critical consciousness 





Significance of the Study 
 Building from the argument outlined in the problem statement, which underscores the 
importance of teachers’ critical consciousness, this research contributes significantly in 
several important ways. First, much of the work on or related to critical consciousness 
development and teachers focuses on purposefully crafted critical educational experiences 
and pre-service teachers (e.g. Ladson-Billings, 2001; Zamudio, 2009; Hill-Jackson, 2007; 
Beilke, 2005; Sleeter, Torres & Laughlin, 2004). This study, with its focus on understanding 
the paths of critical consciousness for in-service teachers, contributes by drawing data from 
teachers that are in practice, and whose experiences and reflections are, therefore, rooted in 
the everyday realities, opportunities, and constraints of teaching. Contrary to pre-service 
teachers, whose thinking with regard to pedagogy is largely confined to theoretical and 
hypothetical discussions of classrooms, schools, communities, students, and teaching, the 
participants in this study all have experiences firmly grounded in practice and the contexts 
thereof.  
Additionally, by examining development of teachers’ thinking with respect to critical 
consciousness over the course of their life-history, this study remains focused on how they 
“think” rather than on what they “do,” with regard to critical consciousness. The life-long 
focus of this study, as opposed to narrower study of development over the course of pre-
service or in-service training, also has the benefit of taking a more wide-angle approach, 
thereby expanding how and what we understand about the development of White teacher 
critical consciousness.  
What we learn from this study, therefore, contributes to both pre-service and in-





have influenced these teachers’ developing critical consciousness. By having more insight 
into these experiences, we, as teacher educators and school leaders, may be able to design for 
similar experiences, and even recruit teachers and teacher candidates with these types of 
experiences.  
Finally, this study is significant in that it provides the narratives of several White 
teachers that step outside of traditional ways of thinking about education. There is certainly a 
need for making available to White teachers, both pre-service and in-service, narratives 
which can serve as examples (or counter-examples) for them in their own practice. These 
teachers’ experiences and stories serve as a handful of those examples, from which other 
White teachers may draw inspiration for their own reflection and practice as they move along 
their own paths of critical consciousness. The stories of these teachers have a role to play in 
undermining the dominant narratives about teachers and schooling which uphold our 
stratified society. From my own experience as a White teacher, I lacked models or examples 
of other White teachers who were on the path of critical consciousness, and certainly would 
have benefited from having had exposure to stories like those I have documented and 
constructed with the participants in this study. My own experiences, my positionality, have 
shaped many aspects of this study.  
Positionality 
Glesne (2011) explains a researcher’s positionality as the particular perspective that 
the researcher brings into the research context based on her own knowledge and experiences 
of the world. When conducting research, researchers must work to examine and understand 
how their own positionalities shape the entire trajectory of their research from design to 





including personal characteristics that are considered fixed (e.g. gender, skin color, age) and 
also ascribed characteristics, such as ancestry or nationality, and achieved characteristics, 
such as education level or socioeconomic status (Glesne, 2011).  
I am engaging in this research project as a queer, White woman, from a mostly 
working class childhood, having accrued experiences in this world from that specific vantage 
point. It is important for me to acknowledge, from the beginning, that my own specific 
positionality undoubtedly influences all aspects of this work from the questions that I ask to 
my choices in sampling to my analysis. My social position as a White person has influenced 
my decision to focus this study on White teachers. As a White person, I have come to realize 
the importance of working with and talking to other White people in order to pursue anti-
racist work. Too often, the work of bringing White people along and educating White people 
about issues of social justice, and racism in particular, is left to people of color. In choosing 
to focus this work on White people, I am attempting to take responsibility, as a White person, 
for the work that White people need to do to be genuine allies with people of color in the 
fight for social equity and justice. 
In addition to my own social identities (e.g. queer, White, woman), my experiences in 
education, both as a teacher and as a student, have also profoundly influenced how I think 
about this work. As a public school teacher, I saw first-hand the many ways in which the 
public school system was not set up for the success of the racially- and linguistically- 
marginalized students in my classes. Inflexible systems that were set up for the dominant, 
White, middle-class “norm” and with dominant, White, middle-class values further 
marginalized many of the students in my classes and their families. At the time, however, I 





words or frames within which to analyze and name what was happening. I knew it was 
wrong, but it was not until I came to graduate school that I began to develop an 
understanding of helpful frames and vocabulary to be able to name, articulate, and more fully 
understand the inequitable aspects of these systems. 
 My inability at the time to more clearly see and name the systemic discrimination 
properly, meant that much of the action that I aimed to take to fight against the injustice 
commonly referred to as the “achievement gap,” did little to challenge the systemic nature of 
these issues. My own genuine and tireless efforts as a teacher to combat educational inequity, 
in hindsight, smack of individualism and a failure to consider or address systems beyond my 
own classroom walls. While I would sometimes discuss the realities of racism with my 
students, I failed to equip them (or myself) to do anything to combat it. My conception of 
how to work with my students for a brighter future played out within the larger system, 
without challenging it. I considered the issue of educational equity, not genuinely as an issue 
of equity, but more as an issue of equality.  
Our schools were failing, I would have argued, to provide marginalized students 
equal access to high quality education, high expectations, and adequate support. And while 
all of those things were, and are, true, that was not enough to engage in genuinely equity-
oriented work. This was but the tip of the iceberg in my ability to begin to see and address 
systemic injustice. I did view issues of educational equity as justice issues, however. That 
concern for justice is what has continued to drive my own personal growth and development 
along the path of critical consciousness.  
 Also profoundly impactful on my path has been my exposure to key concepts in the 





greatly advanced my ability to recognize, interrogate, and engage with social inequities. 
These concepts have become an ingrained part of how I see, interact with, and understand the 
world. Bell’s (1992) concept of racial realism, for example, holds that racism is an endemic 
and permanent part of American society. Race is understood as a social construction with no 
biological basis (Banks, 1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Winant, 2000), but nevertheless, 
as having a strong influence on the lived experiences of everyone in our society. The salience 
of racism is also more acknowledged in this study through the focus on critical 
consciousness, which takes aim at issues of social inequity, including racism. This idea is 
also evident in the rejection of any pretense of “colorblindness” (Gotanda, 1991) in the 
conceptualization of the study by directly considering how White teachers’ experiences of 
critical consciousness have been influenced by their positions as White within American 
society.  
The rejection of colorblindness is also seen in broader critiques of liberalism, 
including its major features, universalism, individualism, and meritocracy (Bonilla-Silva, 
2014). These elements have been directly discussed in the problem statement, in which I 
outline their role in the traditional narrative of schooling. To elaborate on my previous 
discussion of these elements, universalism, reinforced by aspirations of colorblindness, fails 
to take into account fundamental differences across human experiences attributable to 
various stratifying axes of social identity (including class, gender, and especially, race). 
Inherent in the fallacy of universalism is the privileging of the dominant perspective and 





the dominant racial group, by and large, Whites do not see themselves as a racial group5, and 
therefore perceive their own experiences and viewpoint as being universally valid, neutral, 
and as representing “the truth” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012, p. 90). The dominant ideology 
camouflages the self-interest, power, and privilege of dominant groups (Solorzano & Yosso, 
2002) and, thereby, maintains conditions of inequity. Critiquing these elements of liberalism 
undergirds the importance of a critical consciousness in this study by emphasizing the 
imperative to challenge the dominant ideology and the traditional narrative on schooling.  
Chapter 1 Summary and Dissertation Overview 
This dissertation is organized into five chapters. In this chapter I have outlined my 
argument for the importance of critical consciousness in undergirding genuine efforts toward 
educational equity. Critical consciousness is necessary in order to challenge the traditional 
narrative of schooling, which values individualism and is founded on the assumptions of 
universalism and meritocracy. Only an approach which seeks to actively recognize, 
understand, interrogate, and engage with social inequities can be truly equitable. I have 
explained that a culturally relevant and equity oriented pedagogy is founded on a teachers’ 
critical consciousness. Due to their large numbers and privileged social positions, White 
teachers prove an important and interesting case for investigating the development of critical 
consciousness. In particular, this study utilized a life-history approach to understand, explore, 
and describe how White teachers who show evidence of critical consciousness in how they 
think about education understand their own paths of critical consciousness. Next, I outlined 
                                                            
5 Two notable and marginal exceptions to this generalization are White nationalists and critical whiteness 
scholars. White nationalists (or White supremacists) view White superiority as the cornerstone of White racial 
identity, positioning the normativity of the White experience as warranted due to the inherent superiority of the 
White race. Critical White scholars, on the other hand, view the importance of recognizing the privileged 
racialized experience of White people, and aim to deconstruct and challenge whiteness. (E. Parsons, Personal 





significant elements of my own positionality, including the influences of my own teaching 
experiences, my exposure to tenets of CRT, and my position as a White person, and how 
those have shaped this study.  
The following chapter, Chapter 2, provides an overview of the theory of Culturally 
Relevant Pedagogy (CRP; Ladson-Billings, 1995), which serves as the conceptual framework 
for this study, and elaborates specifically the construct of critical consciousness. I also 
discuss limitations of current literature with regard to both CRP and critical consciousness. 
Chapter 3 then discusses the critical social constructivist paradigm within which this work is 
grounded and gives a detailed overview of the research design and methods. The context of 
the study and the participants are introduced. Following that, Chapter 4 presents the findings 
of the cross-case analysis, organized as major themes. Finally, Chapter 5 provides a 
discussion of those findings, including their relevance to the conceptual framework, 









CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
In Chapter 1, Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP; Ladson-Billings, 1995), was 
briefly introduced in connection to critical consciousness. In this chapter I expand by 
explaining, in depth, the theory of CRP, which serves as the overarching conceptual 
framework for this study. I review the development of the theory, its place within the critical 
and resource pedagogy traditions, and its tenets and theoretical underpinnings. I then dive 
more deeply into the element of critical consciousness and its vital role in undergirding the 
tenets and underpinnings of CRP. Drawing from Freire (2005), I flesh out critical 
consciousness as both a construct and a process, explaining its conceptualization in this 
study. I then examine limitations in current literature with regard to the application of the 
theory of CRP generally, and critical consciousness, specifically, explaining how this study 
provides important focus on critical consciousness and insight into the development of 
critical consciousness of White teachers.  
Towards Culturally Relevant Pedagogy to Address Inequity 
As discussed in Chapter 1, our nation faces a host of issues related to social inequity, 
which are evidenced in systems and outcomes ranging from schools and educational 
outcomes to judicial systems and incarceration. In their traditional, and dominant form, 
schools play a role in contributing to and maintaining social inequity (Apple, 2013; Giroux, 
1989). Even in the wake of decades of research aimed at understanding and improving the 





reduction in the disparities in traditional measures of academic achievement between White 
students and students of color (Vanneman et al., 2009).  
Initially, much scholarship interested in improving the educational outcomes of 
students of color operated from a deficit approach to teaching and learning, also referred to as 
the “cultural deprivation” (Banks, 2004, p. 18) perspective, which focused on helping racially 
and socioeconomically marginalized students overcome the perceived deficits of their early 
family and community experiences. These deficit approaches view the “languages, literacies, 
and cultural ways of being of many students and communities of color” (Paris, 2012, p. 93) 
as deficient while simultaneously legitimizing the dominant literacy, language, and cultural 
practices of schooling. The dominant practices valued and required in schooling mirror 
White, middle-class norms, thereby framing those languages, literacies, and cultures outside 
of those norms as deficient (Paris & Alim, 2014; Woodson, 2011). The deficit approaches, 
therefore, can be boiled down to an assimilationist perspective, which sought to replace the 
cultural practices of many students of color with dominant practices, which were viewed as 
superior (Paris, 2012).  
While deficit or “cultural deprivation” (Banks, 2004, p. 18) perspectives explicitly 
dominated much of the early scholarship aimed at improving educational outcomes for 
students of color, there has been significant progress more recently to operate from a 
resource perspective. Resource-oriented work has come to be more commonplace than 
explicitly deficit-oriented approaches for scholarship in this vein. Scholarship in the resource 
vein positions the cultural practices of marginalized communities as “resources to honor, 
explore, and extend in accessing dominant American English language and literacy skills and 





schools” (Paris, 2012, p. 94). Archetypical of the resource tradition is the work conducted by 
Moll, Amanti, Neff and Gonzalez (1992) in which they developed the concept of funds of 
knowledge (FoK). FoK denotes the body of knowledge and skills represented within a 
household and necessary for that household to function. This concept developed out of their 
work training teachers as ethnographic researchers as a means for the teachers to gain access 
to the FoK of their students, which they leverage in the service of formal learning in the 
classroom. 
 Though the FoK work is well known in the resource pedagogy tradition, there have 
been a variety of terms used by researchers to indicate the use of pedagogical strategies 
aimed at connecting to students’ cultures. These strategies include “culturally compatible” 
(Vogt, Jordan & Tharp, 1987, p. 281), “culturally appropriate” (Au & Jordan, 1981, p. 139), 
“culturally congruent” (Erickson & Mohatt, 1981, p. 117), “culturally responsive” (Cazden 
and Leggett, 1981, p. 69), and “culturally sensitive,” (Lee, 1992, p. 279). Though many 
varied definitions of culture exist, culture in this tradition can be broadly understood as the 
blend of values, norms, beliefs, knowledge, emotional responses, expectations, and 
conventional forms of communication and actions of a group (Phelan, Davidson & Cao, 
1991). The heart of this earlier work in the resource tradition is the attempt to make teaching 
better match and incorporate the home and community cultures of racially and ethnically 
marginalized students. 
However, while a resource-orientation is certainly valuable to any effort to strive 
towards more just and equitable schooling experiences and outcomes for marginalized 
students, a resource-orientation in and of itself is not sufficient. When taken to an extreme, a 





bootstraps” philosophy embodied in the dominant schooling narrative, which gives primacy 
to individual agency while ignoring or discarding the oppressive influence of systems and 
structures. It is quite possible to espouse or even operate with a resource-orientation, and yet 
still basically work within the mainstream status quo (Parsons & Wall, 2011). In order for 
educators, and thereby educational experiences, to become genuinely equity-oriented, a 
criticality is required. Criticality explicitly seeks to “interrogate and disrupt the status quo” 
(Parsons & Wall, 2011, p. 17). The aforementioned inequitable and oppressive systems and 
structures, both within and beyond the school walls, must be directly interrogated and 
challenged.   
This criticality in pedagogical approach has been broadly referred to as “critical 
pedagogy” (Malott, 2011). Critical pedagogy can be defined as the “theory and practice of 
education aimed at stimulating social critique and political engagement” (Nygreen, 2011, p. 
62) with the aim of progressive social change. The roots of critical pedagogy tend to be 
traced to Brazilian educator Paulo Freire, and German critical thinkers of the Frankfurt 
School, with their place of departure arguably traceable to Antonio Gramsci, an Italian neo-
Marxist (Malott, 2011). Scholars like Giroux (2001), Kincheloe (2004), McLaren (2007) and 
Apple (1993) have often represented the tradition’s coming of age in the late 20th century, 
though their work has garnered criticism for being overly conceptual and not well-enough 
grounded in the realities of practice (Nygreen, 2011). Though these scholars, largely White 
and male, are often most prominently connected with the concept of critical pedagogy, 
another cohort of scholars (e.g. Ladson-Billings, 1995; Duncan-Andrade, 2009; Emdin, 
2016; Gay, 2010; Nieto, 2010; Paris, 2012) emerged and gained momentum in the late 20th 





a body of work, more concretely grounded in practice. These scholars work in the interest of 
educational equity and have variously articulated key elements of powerful, equitable 
pedagogy for marginalized students (Aronson & Laughter, 2016). One particularly 
significant and influential area of scholarship within the equity pedagogy arena is Culturally 
Relevant Pedagogy (CRP; Ladson-Billings, 1995).  
Culturally relevant pedagogy. The work of Gloria Ladson-Billings (1994; 1995) 
and specifically her theory of CRP have a seminal place in the overlapping fields of critical 
and resource-pedagogy scholarship, which I herein refer to as equity pedagogy. CRP makes 
three important contributions to the field of equity pedagogy that render it an important 
theoretical tool for addressing educational inequity.  
First, CRP serves as a “coherent theoretical statement” (Paris, 2012, p. 93) for the 
resource pedagogies developed throughout the years that preceded it. The resource pedagogy 
scholarship, discussed above, laid important foundational work for conceptualizing students’ 
and families’ heritage and community cultures as important resources for school learning, but 
CRP pulls together various relevant dimensions of that practice in a coherent way which sets 
it apart from previous work.  
Second, Ladson-Billings’s CRP extends past the traditional implication of culturally 
responsive approaches by not solely promoting student academic achievement. Academic 
achievement is but one component of CRP; of equal importance are emphases on students’ 
affirmation and acceptance of their own cultural identities and the development of critical 
perspectives with which students can understand and challenge social inequities in the world 
around them. These explicit emphases on student cultural competence and critical 





past notions of equity that implicitly or explicitly center on assimilating marginalized 
students into normative ways of knowing, speaking, and writing (Bang & Vossoughi, 2016; 
Paris & Alim, 2014).  
Finally, CRP recognizes directly the ways in which centering on the aforementioned 
goals for students requires philosophical and ideological foundations for teachers’ practice. 
In other words, CRP is based in how teachers think about “the social contexts, about the 
students, about the curriculum, and about instruction” (Ladson-Billings, 2006b, p.30). This 
represents a significant development in the field. This recognition of the philosophical 
foundations of practice, not just the practice itself, is unique to CRP, particularly in how fully 
and explicitly they are articulated. Ladson-Billings (1995b) calls these elements, “theoretical 
underpinnings” (p. 477), and they are discussed in detail in the following sections.  
The theory of CRP encompasses key elements that run throughout the various 
conceptualizations of equity-oriented pedagogical frameworks (Duncan-Andrade, 2009; 
Emdin, 2016; Gay, 2010; Nieto, 2010; Paris, 2012; see also Brown, 2007; Aronson & 
Laughter, 2016). Ladson-Billings (1995) explains that “a culturally relevant pedagogy is 
designed to problematize teaching and encourage teachers to ask about the nature of student-
teacher relationships, the curriculum, schooling, and society” (p. 483). In this way, CRP, by 
centering on questioning and challenging traditional narratives and assumptions about 
teaching, learning, and society, is undergirded by critical consciousness (Parsons & Wall, 
2011). It is the explicit centrality of criticality in CRP that ultimately makes it the most fitting 
framework for this study; I have selected CRP, rather than, for example, Gay’s (2010) 
Culturally Responsive Teaching for this reason. Gay (2010) explains that the key anchors of 





identity of ethnically diverse students” (p. xviii). These elements of culturally responsive 
teaching overlap with two of the main elements of CRP, however the development of critical 
consciousness is not set forth as an explicit aim. Serving as the conceptual framework of this 
study, CRP highlights the importance of teachers’ critical consciousness. In the following 
sections I provide a description of the development of the theory of CRP, follow by 
outlining, in detail, the theory’s tenets and theoretical underpinnings, and then bring these 
elements together to illustrate how critical consciousness serves as a base for these various 
elements of CRP.  
Development of CRP. During the late 1980s and early 1990s, Ladson-Billings set 
out to flip the typical pattern of educational research about African American students on its 
head. Citing the fact that most literature “positions African American students as problems 
and seeks to determine what is wrong—with their education, with their families, their culture 
and their minds” (Ladson-Billings, 2009, p.vii), Ladson-Billings, instead, elected to focus on 
the practices of teachers that are successful, that “get it right,” (Ladson-Billings, 2009, p. vii) 
with African American students. Her selection strategy, called “community nomination” 
(Ladson-Billings, 1992a, p. 382), involved a two-pronged process which served to validate 
both home and school perspectives on the successful teaching of African American students. 
In one step, she engaged African American parents and community members to nominate 
teachers that they believed were successful with their students. These parents defined 
successful teachers as those that encouraged their students to choose academic success while 
simultaneously allowing them to maintain a positive identification with their own heritage 
and background. The second element of the process consisted of nominations from 





standardized test scores), observations of their teaching skills, student enthusiasm, and 
classroom management (Ladson-Billings, 1990). Eight teachers whose names appeared on 
both lists participated in the study. Ladson-Billings then spent three years conducting her 
study which incorporated in-depth interviewing of the teachers, participant observation in 
their classrooms, the collection of audio and video during observations, and group video 
reflection sessions with the participating teachers. Utilizing a grounded theory approach and 
based on analysis of her initial interviews, Ladson-Billings inductively developed a tentative 
version of her model of CRP. Then she and the teachers, together, served as a “research 
collective” (Ladson-Billings, 2009, p. 186) which discussed teaching philosophies and 
selected segments of video from the classroom observations. Together they developed a 
teaching model that confirmed the inductive model initially developed from the interview 
data. 
Theory of CRP. As discussed above, CRP is significant in that it provides a coherent 
theoretical statement for equity pedagogy scholarship. In her articulation of the theory, 
Ladson-Billings includes three theoretical tenets and three theoretical underpinnings. The 
tenets outline aims of CRP for students and the underpinnings focus on the ways in which 
culturally relevant pedagogues think about social relations, knowledge, and themselves and 
others. Rather than simply describing practice, CRP is powerful in the way in which it 
weaves together elements of resource and critical pedagogical approaches into a coherent, 
fully articulated theoretical statement.  
Tenets. CRP proposes to produce students who can do three things: 1) achieve 
academically, 2) demonstrate cultural competence and 3) understand and critique the existing 





achievement, 2) cultural competence, and 3) critical consciousness. All three tenets are vital 
components of CRP, and none are raised above the others in terms of importance. Ladson-
Billings has compared the tenets of CRP to the legs of a three-legged stool; just as the stool 
with fewer than three legs ceases to be a stool, the absence of one of the three tenets negates 
something as being CRP (Willis & Lewis, 1998).  
Academic Achievement. The first tenet, focused on student academic achievement, 
aims to produce students who are academically successful and hinges on high academic 
expectations for all students. The emphasis on producing students who can achieve 
academically recognizes the necessity for students from marginalized groups to gain access 
to dominant social capital (Cahnmann & Remillard, 2002; Delpit, 2006; Villegas & Lucas, 
2002). Learning the knowledge and skills of the dominant culture is an important element of 
being able to engage that culture to effect meaningful change (Ladson-Billings, 2006b). 
While CRP sets out to challenge the oppressive norms of our societal institutions, it also aims 
to equip students with the skills necessary to succeed in those settings as they exist today 
(Enyedy & Mukhopadhyay, 2007). Ladson-Billings has expressed regret over choosing the 
term academic achievement, which has been taken up to be synonymous with performance 
on standardized tests (Ladson-Billings, 2006b). She posits “student learning” as a term that 
might have more accurately represented the intended emphasis on the “cultivation of 
students’ minds and supporting their intellectual lives” (Ladson-Billings, 2006b, p. 34). It 
also recognizes the blanket reality within our current political and educational climate that 
“students must achieve” (Ladson-Billings, 1995b, p.475). Teachers focused on academic 
achievement have clear goals for student learning and achievement and focus the majority of 





standardized tests and include a variety of ways for students to demonstrate and document 
their learning.  
Cultural Competence. In addition to producing students who succeed academically, 
CRP aims to help students develop cultural competence. Cultural competence in CRP 
contrasts with the use of the term cultural competence in other fields such as healthcare or 
social work (Long, 2012; Ronnau, 1994), in which practitioners from the dominant group 
become more knowledgeable of the cultures of their patients. Cultural competence within 
CRP is centered on marginalized students’ development of competence about their own 
cultures and building strong cultural identities that are not at odds with academic 
achievement. Specific cultural signifiers referenced by Ladson-Billings include dress, 
language style, interaction style, values, and beliefs.  
The crux of the cultural competence tenet is a meaningful engagement between 
students’ home and community experiences and their school experiences. Rather than a static 
or essentialized view of culture, which might attempt to generalize broadly across a 
perceived racial or ethnic group, true cultural competence bridges the actual lived heritage 
and community-based cultural experiences of marginalized students with their formal 
schooling experiences. Traditionally, Western and European knowledge and culture are 
privileged in schools, classrooms and in formal curricular content (Boutte, Kelly-Jackson & 
Johnson, 2010). These privileged cultural elements can be conceptualized as cultural capital 
(Bourdieu, 1986). Cultural capital “embodies the norms, social practices, ideologies, 
language, and behavior” (Howard, 2003, p. 197) that serve as resources for success in a given 
context. By bringing marginalized students’ cultures into the formal setting and aims of 





and raises the value of marginalized students’ cultural capital (Goldenberg, 2013; Yosso, 
2005). This approach directly counters the subtractive schooling experiences common to 
many marginalized students (Valenzuela, 2010).  
Critical Consciousness. The critical consciousness tenet centers on preparing students 
to recognize, understand and interrogate social inequities with implications for political 
action (Ladson-Billings, 1995b). As mentioned above, one important way in which CRP 
pushes beyond the earlier resource-oriented work is its emphasis on developing students’ 
critical consciousness. Taken alongside the other two tenets, the critical consciousness tenet 
renders CRP a pedagogy of both “access and dissent” (Enyedy & Mukhopadhyay, 2007). 
Rather than simply trying to provide students the necessary skills to be successful in 
dominant social institutions, the critical consciousness tenet engenders students’ ability to 
actively critique and contest the inequities inherent in those institutions. Students of 
culturally relevant (CR) teachers engage in activities that involve research, planning, and 
activism in ways that cultivate their abilities to critique the world around them, advocate for 
social justice, and also build useful academic skills.  
Similar to the way in which the cultural competence tenet challenges the traditional 
value placed solely on dominant cultural capital in schools, the critical consciousness tenet 
challenges the traditional idea that education is a neutral, apolitical endeavor (Giroux, 1989). 
In doing so, the critical consciousness tenet overtly demonstrates CRP’s alignment with 
critical pedagogy (Freire, 2005). By approaching education as neutral or apolitical, the 
institution of schooling becomes a powerful mechanism for social reproduction (Giroux, 
1983). The critical consciousness tenet directly contradicts that idea by centering on the 





The tenets of CRP embody the aims of the pedagogy for students. In contrast to the 
student-focused tenets, the theoretical underpinnings focus on how CR teachers think about 
their practice.  
Theoretical underpinnings. CRP’s theoretical underpinnings have also been referred 
to as philosophical and ideological underpinnings of practice (Ladson-Billings, 1995a). 
Conceptualizing these underpinnings as philosophical and ideological emphasizes the focus 
that they place on how CR teachers think about elements related to their students’ educational 
experiences and their role in it. In simpler terms, the theoretical underpinnings capture what 
could be called the beliefs, mindsets, or dispositions of CR teachers. Many scholars have 
discussed the importance of teachers’ dispositions and beliefs for their practice (e.g. 
Bartolome, 2004; Garmon, 2004; Villegas, 2007; Ward & Ward, 2003; Wilen, Ishler, 
Hutchison & Kindsvatter, 2000). The underpinnings illuminate CRP as an orientation or 
belief system towards teaching and learning (Sleeter, 2012) and bolster the power and 
importance of CRP as a theory by calling attention to how teachers think about important 
elements related to their work.  
Conceptions of self and others. The ways in which the teachers in the original study 
conceived of themselves and others showed several trends that had important implications for 
their practice. Aligned with the first tenet, CR teachers have a strong belief that all of their 
students are capable of being academically successful, and view them as “being filled with 
possibilities” (Ladson-Billings, 2006b, p. 31). Teachers’ beliefs about students shape their 
expectations for those students (Villegas, 2007); teachers’ expectations for students, in turn, 
predict student motivation and achievement (Madon, Jussim & Eccles, 2007). Research has 





students of color in general and for African American students specifically (Irvine, 1990; 
McKown & Weinstein, 2008: Means & Knapp, 1991). CR teachers, however, believe that all 
of their students can be academically successful and hold high expectations for all of their 
students.  
In addition, CR teachers see their pedagogy as an art and emphasize the continual 
process of its development. They have a strong sense of themselves as members of the 
broader community and see their teaching as a way of giving back to the community. Finally, 
CR teachers believe in the Freirean (2005) concept of teaching as mining, as opposed to the 
traditional banking or transmission views of education. This view recognizes students as both 
holders and builders of knowledge.  
Structure of social relations. The structure of social relations within CR teachers’ 
classrooms reflects important values and beliefs about relationships, equity, community, and 
learning. CR teachers believe in maintaining fluid student-teacher relationships that are 
equitable and reciprocal, often drawing on students’ expertise and incorporating student 
leadership within the classroom. The way CR teachers actively build relationships with and 
among their students reflect the value these teachers place on connectedness with all 
students. Building from their belief in students as holders and builders of knowledge, CR 
teachers believe in the importance of developing a community of learners in which students 
learn collaboratively and take responsibility for one another. These equitable relationships 
that CR teachers value with and among their students serve as an example of how CRP is a 
“humanizing pedagogy,” (Freire, 2005, p. 68), reducing the traditional hierarchical nature of 
student-teacher relationships. This reflects a deep commitment to a collective, rather than 





Conceptions of knowledge. Finally, CR teachers hold specific beliefs about 
knowledge, including the content they teach, how knowledge is built, and about the 
assessment of learning. CR teachers’ beliefs about knowledge reflect a strong connection to 
social constructivism, viewing knowledge as not static and as being “shared, recycled and 
constructed” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 481), which is also reflected in how CR teachers 
think about the structure of social relations, discussed above. Also consistent with 
sociocultural and constructivist theories of knowledge construction (Piaget; 1980; Vygotsky, 
1978), CR teachers believe that scaffolding, or building bridges, between students’ lived 
experiences and current skill levels is imperative to facilitate learning. The value placed on 
actively engaging students’ lived experiences for learning overlaps with the cultural 
competence tenet discussed above. CR teachers also believe that demonstration of mastery is 
important but think about that in terms of the variety of complex ways in which learning and 
mastery can be demonstrated, rather than an emphasis on standardized tests.  
 Finally, knowledge is also viewed critically, with curricular texts and content being 
the objects of critique and sometimes active resistance. CR teachers think about the 
curriculum as a cultural artifact and, thus, not an “ideologically neutral document” (Ladson-
Billings, 2006b, p. 32). CR teachers view teaching and learning as taking place within 
relevant larger social contexts, and believe that an “asymmetrical (even antagonistic) 
relationship exists between poor students of color and society” (Ladson-Billings, 2006b, p. 
30). This critical view of knowledge as considered within the broader contexts of schooling 
connects directly with the aims, expressed within the tenets, of preparing students who are 





that enables them to combat inequity. How CR teachers think critically about knowledge 
relates directly to the undergirding role of critical consciousness in CRP. 
The criticality of culturally relevant pedagogy. As I have explained, the inherent 
“criticality” of CRP (Parsons & Wall, 2011) is one of the features that sets it apart from other 
scholarship in the resource vein. I argue here that criticality hinges on teacher critical 
consciousness, which undergirds both the theoretical underpinnings and tenets of the theory 
of CRP. In Figure 1, I have outlined direct connections between teacher critical 
consciousness and the tenets and underpinnings of the theory. It can be argued that critical 
consciousness undergirds the tenets because critical consciousness undergirds the theoretical 
underpinnings, upon which the tenets are theoretically built. This argument is logical and 
follows from the conceptualization of the theoretical underpinnings as philosophical and 
ideological foundations of practice for CR teachers. Nevertheless, I have outlined the direct 
connections between teacher critical consciousness and the tenets in order to make those 
connections clear. I do so while also acknowledging that the influence of teacher critical 
consciousness on these tenets can accurately be conceived as being mediated by the teachers’ 






Figure 1. Connections between Teacher Critical Consciousness and CRP
 
 
The first two tenets are more implicitly supported by the teacher’s critical 
consciousness, with the third tenet explicitly requiring critical consciousness. As illustrated 
in Figure 1, in order to genuinely engage in high academic achievement and expectations in a 





supports their ability to reject dominant narratives about marginalized students and thereby 
genuinely believe in their ability to achieve academically. Teachers’ critical consciousness 
also supports their decision to decenter dominant and biased measures of achievement, such 
as standardized tests, in favor of a broader range of ways for students to demonstrate 
academic achievement. It also allows them to understand the importance of their role in 
disrupting the status quo by recognizing their responsibility in interrogating their own 
practice in order to better adapt to students’ needs and support their success.  
CR teachers’ ability to guide students in developing cultural competence rests on their 
critical consciousness by requiring that they are able to recognize and value students’ non-
dominant cultural capital, thereby challenging the exclusive emphasis on White, middle-class 
cultural capital that maintains the status quo in schools. It also specifically enables them to 
recognize and promote elements of students’ cultures that are out of sync with mainstream 
U.S. culture.  The final tenet aims to develop students’ critical consciousness. This tenet 
hinges explicitly on critical consciousness by requiring first that teachers are developing their 
own ability to recognize, understand, interrogate, engage with, and take action against issues 
of social inequity. Teachers’ critical consciousness, in this tenet, also supports their 
understanding of the inherently political nature of education and curricular choices.  
Turning attention to the theoretical underpinnings, which explicitly center on how 
teachers think about their practice, direct connections with critical consciousness are drawn 
to how teachers conceive of themselves and others, structure their social relations, and 
conceive of knowledge. Like the tenets, the first two theoretical underpinnings show more 
implicit than explicit ties to critical consciousness. In terms of their conceptions of self and 





disinterested individuals. This communal orientation, which runs counter to traditional and 
dominant tendencies favoring individualism, is also mirrored in how CR teachers structure 
social relations by focusing on developing communities of learners that take responsibility 
for one another. They also challenge traditional power structures by pursuing equitable, fluid, 
and reciprocal relationships with their students. Finally, CR teachers’ conceptions of 
knowledge more directly and explicitly rest on critical consciousness by recognizing 
curricular texts and content as inherently political and positioning them as objects of critique 
and resistance when necessary. Relatedly, they recognize that the contexts within which 
teaching and learning take place are inequitable and reflect the asymmetrical relationship that 
exists between marginalized students and society. These connections to critical 
consciousness bear some overlap with the elements of critical consciousness that were 
previously connected to the tenets.  
Critical Consciousness Unpacked 
The term critical consciousness, and its application in various fields, builds upon and 
draws from the work and transformative ideas of Paulo Freire (2005). Freire worked with 
peasants in Brazil on cultivating literacy and critical consciousness. His efforts centered on 
growing awareness of their oppressive social situation and the potential to change it, the 
ability to read both the “word and the world” (Freire & Macedo, 1987, p. iii). Ladson-
Billings (1995a, 1995b), specifically, mentions the influence of Freire’s work when 
discussing critical consciousness in the context of CRP. Freire’s ideas about oppression, 
power, and class, which directly drive his focus on critical consciousness, can be traced back 
further to those of Gramsci, an early 20th century Italian Marxist philosopher who coined the 





process of social control that is “carried out through the moral and intellectual leadership of 
the dominant sociocultural class over subordinate groups” (Darder, Baltodano & Torres, 
2003, p. 12). Gramsci emphasized the need for structural action but also ideological action 
and transformation through which the oppressed realize their complicity in their own 
oppression.  
That ideological action and transformation are the central concern of this study. 
Though critical consciousness plays a central role in the theory of CRP as an aim, Ladson-
Billings’s work does not consider explicitly the process or path of developing critical 
consciousness. To revisit Ladson-Billing’s definition, critical consciousness is 
conceptualized as the ability to “recognize, understand, and critique social inequities” 
(Ladson-Billings, 1995), with implications for action or activity aimed at solving real world 
problems of inequity (Ladson-Billings, 2014). This definition implies two specific 
components that overlap with those that constitute Freire’s conceptualization of the construct 
of critical consciousness: awareness and action. In Ladson-Billing’s definition, recognition 
and understanding both encompass “awareness” of social inequities, while critique and action 
aimed at solving problems of inequity both constitute “action.”  
Freire’s conceptualization of critical consciousness includes the same two main 
elements (awareness and action) that are included in Ladson-Billing’s work, but Freire more 
deeply considers also the development of critical consciousness as a process. Freire defines 
critical consciousness as “learning to perceive social, political, and economic contradictions 
and to take action against the oppressive elements of reality” (Freire, 2005, p. 35). I draw 





conceptualized in this study and explain the focus, herein, on the development or path of 
critical consciousness over time.  
 A close look at Freire’s work opens a window into how he theorized critical 
consciousness as both a construct and a process. Figure 2 represents a model that I have 
constructed in order to represent, visually, critical consciousness as described in Freire’s 
work (1973, 2005). His conception of the process of critical consciousness development 
includes the interrelating elements that constitute the construct of critical consciousness 
(awareness and action) and sets them in interaction with iterative and continuous dialogue 
and reflection. Freire explains that, “dialogue characterizes an epistemological relationship” 
and recognizes the “social and not merely the individualistic character of the process of 
knowing. In this sense, dialogue presents itself as an indispensable component of the process 
of both learning and knowing” (Freire & Macedo, 1995, p. 379). The conceptual model 
found in Figure 2 depicts the main elements of the construct of critical consciousness 
(awareness and action) as well as how critical consciousness is theorized as a process, which 
encompasses those main elements in relationship with each other and the process of dialogue 






Figure 2. Conceptual Model of Critical Consciousness Based on Freire’s Work 
 
This conceptual framework for critical consciousness emphasizes awareness and 
action as key components, while also recognizing it as an open-ended, ongoing process 
without an endpoint. The processual nature of this framework depicts the theorization of how 
the development of the key elements of critical consciousness are driven. This understanding 
of critical consciousness undergirds the decision, in this study, to consider the development 
of critical consciousness over the courses of participants’ lifetimes. By focusing on critical 
consciousness development as an ongoing process, I highlight the continuous nature of its 
development. I have elected to use the phrase “path of critical consciousness” in order to 
capture a sense of that movement and to avoid any implication that one can arrive at a final 
point of critical consciousness or that it is something that one can “have” or achieve with 
finality. This conceptualization also supports exploring uniqueness in how participants have 





informed by their own experiences, processes of awareness, action, reflection and dialogue 
and the ever-changing and salient social and historical contexts within which they exist.  
Experience, awareness, action, dialogue, and reflection. Freire’s work focused on 
creating purposive critical educational experiences that utilized generative themes based in 
the daily life experiences of Brazilian peasants to begin to drive the element of awareness 
that flows into action and reflection, which altogether constitute the process of critical 
consciousness development (Freire, 2005).  Freire chose generative themes in order to 
facilitate the development of awareness of “the reality of oppression not as a closed world 
from which there is no exit, but as a limiting situation which they can transform” (Freire, 
2005, p. 49). Freire has referenced the state of viewing the reality of oppression as a closed 
world (rather than as a transformable limiting situation) as being “submerged” (Freire, 2005, 
p. 58). This submersion, which limits the ability to recognize or see the conditions of 
oppression in the world, brings to mind the often cited metaphor of a fish in water; so 
commonplace and ubiquitous is the water that its existence is not consciously recognized. 
Freire’s work aimed to develop literacy skills in these peasants alongside their ability to 
critically read “the world” (Freire & Macedo, 1987, p. iii). Freire describes the initial 
“awareness” element as arising from the development of the ability to see and recognize 
social, political and economic oppression (Freire, 2005). Freire refers to the development of 
the “awakening of critical awareness” (Freire, 1973, p.19) as conscientização (or 
conscientization). Freire believes that this development will not appear on its own, but “must 
grow out of a critical educational effort” (Freire, 1973, p. 19). Freire does not define what he 
means by a critical educational effort, but based on his work it seems reasonable to infer that 





or experiences aimed at the goal of producing critical awareness, or the ability to begin to 
“see” the hegemonic water.  
 In Figure 2, I have included an element, labeled “experience” that is seen as the 
initial catalyst in the process of critical consciousness development, sparking awareness. In 
this model a variety of experiences could theoretically occur over the course of time that 
impact awareness and the path of critical consciousness development. Again, Freire’s writing 
leads us to believe that the “experience” would be a critical educational effort, involving, or 
perhaps even constituting, reflection and dialogue centered on the lives and real world 
conditions of participants. I am, however, interested in exploring, through this study, the 
variety of experiences that seem to have impacted this process of critical consciousness 
development over participants’ life courses. Taking a life-long view of the development of 
critical consciousness may lead us to understand how various experiences, both inclusive of 
and outside of formal critical educational projects, can impact critical consciousness 
development.  
This awareness then can lead to a process of challenging and taking “action” against 
conditions that are tied to hegemonic processes that maintain the cultural and economic 
marginalization of subordinated groups. I define action within this context broadly as acts, 
deeds, or activities intended to challenge inequities and prompt change toward the goal of 
justice and equity. Watts and Hipolito-Delgado (2015) provide a description of action as an 
element of critical consciousness, explaining that it must be strategic and “reflect an explicit 
critical analysis of the targeted problem and its structural features” (p.848). Freire (2005) and 
other more contemporary scholars (e.g. Watts et al., 2011, Diemer et al., 2017) have 





awareness, or that “people do not blindly participate to change societal inequalities without 
first reflecting on what those inequities are” (Diemer et al, 2017, p. 476). Freire explains that 
“to surmount the situation of oppression, people must first critically recognize its causes, so 
that through transforming action they can create a new situation, one which makes possible 
the pursuit of a fuller humanity” (Freire, 2005, p. 47). Though the two components, 
awareness and action, together constitute the construct of critical consciousness, his 
description makes clear that the awareness, or the ability to “critically recognize” (Freire, 
2005, p.47) must initially precede transformative action. It is this presupposition of 
awareness that has led to my interpretive, visual model of Freire with initial experiences 
serving as the starting point or catalyst for awareness, prior to leading to action.  
Though Freire didn’t define the concept of reflection, we know that his work was 
heavily influenced by John Dewey (Feinberg & Torres, 2007), who focused a great deal on 
reflection. Drawing from Dewey, Rogers (2002) provides this definition of reflection: 
Reflection is a meaning-making process that moves a learner from one experience 
into the next with deeper understanding of its relationships with and connections to 
other experiences and ideas. It is the thread that makes continuity of learning 
possible, and ensures the progress of the individual and, ultimately, society. It is a 
means to essentially moral ends. (p.845) 
This is how the element of reflection is defined within this work.  According to Dewey, 
reflection is also a process that is undertaken in community (in interaction with others), and 
requires “attitudes that value the personal and intellectual growth of oneself and of 
others”(Rogers, 2002, p. 845).  When Freire writes about the component reflection, he 
always discusses it in relation to action and/or dialogue. The interaction between action and 
reflection is what Freire calls “praxis” (Freire, 2005, p.51). Digging in further, Freire 
explains how he conceptualizes dialogue as being both reflection and action. Freire writes on 





Within the word [dialogue] we find two dimensions, reflection and action, in such 
radical interaction that if one is sacrificed- even in part- the other immediately suffers. 
There is no true word that is not at the same time a praxis. Thus, to speak a true word 
is to transform the world. (Freire, 2005, p. 87)   
 
From this perspective, true dialogue is constituted by action and reflection; therefore, 
dialogue is a form of action or “praxis” because “to speak a true word is to transform the 
world” (Freire, 2005, p. 87).   
Admittedly, at this point the delineations and specifications between the elements get 
a bit murky.  The overlap that Freire describes between dialogue, reflection, and action is, I 
believe, meant to purposefully convey how inextricably intertwined these elements are in the 
process of critical consciousness development. Freire (2005) emphatically explains that his  
explanation of praxis “implies no dichotomy by which this praxis could be divided into a 
prior stage of reflection and a subesquent stage of action. Action and reflection occur 
simultaneously” (p. 128).  Freire makes clear that action in the absence of reflection is 
reduced to “activism” (Freire, 2005, p.125), and that reflection without action is mere 
“verbalism” (Freire, 2005, p. 125).  The process of critical consciousness development is, 
therefore, only engaged when all of these elements are present and interacting.  
  The visual model that I have set forth aims to provide a simplified version of this 
theorized process and construct to anchor the understandings of these elements as they frame 
this work. It does not fully capture the overlapping, somewhat mutually constituitive nature 
of some of the components. For the sake of clarity, though limiting to a degree, it is 
streamlined to capture the general conceptualization of the form of the process and construct.  
Broadening Focus of Critical Consciousness Scholarship 
 Freire, like Gramsci, was concerned mainly with class-based oppression. Despite the 





oppression, hegemony, and critical consciousness, have relevance to how we think about 
critical consciousness and anti-oppressive action across all axes of oppression and their 
intersections.  
Discussed in Chapter 1, oppression can be conceptualized across various axes and is 
more accurately understood by considering the intersections of these axes (Bell, 2016; 
Crenshaw, 1989; Collins, 2000). Collins (2000) also writes about what she calls the “matrix 
of domination” (p. 18), which refers to how intersecting oppressions are organized. 
Considering the overlapping and intersecting nature of various forms of oppression directly 
influences how critical consciousness and its development are conceptualized within this 
study. There are a variety of forms of oppression that are salient in the United States, 
including those based on social categories such as gender, sexual orientation, class, race, 
ability, citizenship, and language (Adams, Bell, Goodman & Joshi, 2016; Collins, 2000). 
Rather than a single-axis focus (e.g. race consciousness or class consciousness), this study 
conceives critical consciousness broadly with an eye towards critical consciousness across a 
variety of intersecting axes of oppression. Following Collins (2000), particular attention is 
paid to awareness of inequity with regard to race, gender, class, and sexual orientation, four 
of the most significant axes of oppression within the United States. This broader 
consideration of critical consciousness development is also supported by the description of 
critical consciousness in the theory of CRP, which specifies an attention toward issues of 
social inequity, but does not restrict that attention to any single axis of oppression.  
In addition to a narrow focus on class-based oppression, Freire’s work (as is 
evidenced in the title of his seminal book Pedagogy of the Oppressed), focuses primarily on 





As Diemer and colleagues (2017) explain, “critical consciousness is informed by disparate 
strands of scholarship that frame how oppressed or marginalized people think about and 
respond to inequitable sociopolitical conditions” (p. 475). Much work aimed at critical 
consciousness development coming out of the field of psychology has followed this same 
focus on developing critical consciousness of marginalized populations, in particular, 
marginalized youth (e.g. Bryant, 2000; O’Connor, 1997; and Watts et al., 1999). Specifically 
in the field of education, a similar focus on the development of critical consciousness is seen 
in the work of scholars engaged in participatory action research and out-of-school time 
programs with marginalized youth (e.g. Camangian, 2015; Cammarota, 2011; Ginwright & 
James, 2003 Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Murray & Milner, 2015). These scholars 
believe in the powerful, humanizing potential of engaging marginalized youth in social 
justice activities that counter oppressive conditions (Cammarota, 2011).  
These examples highlight the focus on understanding and developing critical 
consciousness among those who are oppressed or marginalized, often building specifically 
from Freire’s own similar focus. Some scholars have called, however, for more attention to 
be paid to understanding and cultivating critical consciousness among the oppressors or those 
in dominant positions (e.g. Watts, Williams & Jagers, 2003; Jemal, 2017; Baker & Brookins, 
2014). Like Diemer et al. (2017; cited above), Baker and Brookins (2014) define critical 
consciousness as being “concerned with the ways in which marginalized group members 
develop an understanding of oppressive societal structures and forces, and subsequently the 
motivation for individual and collective action to confront and change those structures and 
forces” (p. 1016). Defining critical consciousness in this way, however, necessarily excludes 





problem that must be solved by the oppressed alone (Jemal, 2017). This study, by 
considering the critical consciousness development of White teachers, focuses uniquely on 
those who, by virtue of their racial identity, occupy at least one significant position of 
dominance along the racial axis of oppression. All of the teachers selected for this study also 
came from middle-class backgrounds, additionally placing them in a dominant position along 
the axis of class. These two dominant positional threads render participants consistent with 
the majority of teachers in the US, who are both White and middle-class (Assaf, Garza & 
Battle, 2010; Buehler, Ruggles Gere, Dallavis & Haviland, 2009; Laughter, 2011). 
Considering the development of critical consciousness of teachers, and in particular White 
teachers, is the central focus of this study and holds important implications for the pursuit of 
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy. 
Critical Consciousness and Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 
With regard to critical consciousness and literature on CRP, specifically, there has 
been a disappointing dearth of scholarship that addresses this critical element of the theory. 
Despite the immense popularity of the theory of CRP in both practice and academic 
scholarship6, much of the work that utilizes the term “culturally relevant” falls far short of 
being aligned with the full theoretical base that the theory offers. Principally, much work that 
purports to examine “culturally relevant” teaching or pedagogy, does so in a way that 
conflates the theory with other, similarly named pedagogical approaches. For example, 
Cahnmann and Remilliard (2002) claim to “explore what it means to use culturally relevant 
practices” (p. 180) in elementary mathematics classrooms, but conflate CRP with other 
                                                            
6 According to a Google Scholar search, Ladson-Billings’s seminal article, “Toward a Theory of 
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy” (1995), has been cited nearly 4,400 times, with her book (Ladson-Billings 1994; 






educational and pedagogical approaches to teaching urban students. While Ladson-Billings’s 
CRP is part of their theoretical frame, they do not outline her tenets or theoretical 
underpinnings, but rather adopt “culturally relevant teaching,” (Cahnmann & Remilliard, p. 
180) as a blanket term to describe their concept. Their analysis highlights some things that 
are consistent with the theory, such as high expectations for academic achievement, but 
direct connections to the theory in the analysis are not drawn. Howard’s (2001) study of four 
successful teachers of African American students provides an additional example of 
scholarship which conflates “culturally relevant” with other terms common to culturally 
based education. Howard drew upon CRP for part of his theoretical base, but also showed 
evidence of conflation of the term “culturally relevant pedagogy” by using it interchangeably 
with “culturally sensitive pedagogy,” and failing to connect strongly with the tenets or 
underpinnings of CRP.  
In addition to conflating the terms culturally relevant teaching or culturally relevant 
pedagogy with other terms and meanings, there is also the issue of CRP being taken up in 
ways that are simply inadequate. In many pieces of scholarship, CRP is utilized in ways that 
reflect only pieces of the theory or in ways that show a limited understanding or even a 
misunderstanding of the foundational tenets and underpinnings. With a few exceptions (e.g. 
Boutte et al., 2010; Johnson, 2011; Laughter & Adams, 2012), the literature shows a lack of 
consistent application of the three tenets and theoretical underpinnings that structure CRP. In 
a study examining the teaching of four elementary school teachers with regard to culturally 
relevant pedagogical practices, Benson (2003) references Ladson-Billing’s work on CRP 
specifically, but summarizes the focus of CRP as acknowledgement and celebration of 





critically examine the society in which they live and strive for social change. These 
interpretations are certainly related to Ladson-Billing’s CRP, but fall short of connecting to 
all three main tenets. Analysis of the examples provided in Benson’s work also indicates a 
significant mismatch between her interpretation and application of CRP and those indicated 
by the theory. For example, she highlights the “culturally relevant” practice of one of the 
teachers, Ginny, as getting students to contribute experiences. While encouraging students to 
bring in and share their outside experiences is certainly consistent with a CRP approach, in 
Ginny’s class the story sharing practice appears to be wholly detached from the learning 
process. She sees this as important, but something that sometimes “cuts into academics” 
(Benson, 2003, p. 19). From a CRP perspective, students’ outside and home experiences are 
regarded as vitally important resources for learning, and not as social requirements or 
academic distractions. Missing the mark in the interpretation of the major components of 
CRP was not unusual in the literature I reviewed. 
 In another example, Hefflin’s (2002) study overviews the process by which the 
researcher and a cooperating teacher work together to utilize African American children’s 
literature through what they deem culturally relevant pedagogy. Some of what is described in 
the study seems to align with CRP, such as the inclusion of appropriate and authentic 
materials that relate to the students’ culture and encouraging students to make connections to 
the literature that center on their personal experiences. However, other aspects of the theory’s 
application seem to be reductive and overly simplistic. For example, the lesson utilizes “call-
and-response” as a method of engaging students with an interaction pattern that would be 
culturally relevant for them, as call-and-response is a common interaction pattern in many 





made to the literacy lesson, seem to have gotten a positive student response, the implication 
that the incorporation of one limited type of interaction pattern serves to create an interaction 
style that is culturally relevant, again, misses the mark. Additionally, although one can make 
connections between the pedagogy presented and limited aspects of academic achievement 
and cultural competence, the element of critical consciousness is completely absent from the 
discussion.  
Critical consciousness is, perhaps, the most under-investigated and under-
acknowledged of the three main tenets of CRP. None of the aforementioned studies have 
even considered it in their analysis. A noteworthy exception is Milner’s (2014) study of the 
pedagogical practices of a middle school social studies teacher, which centers the critical 
consciousness tenet, specifically. Milner highlights the various ways in which Ms. Shaw’s 
pedagogy reflects the CRP tenet of critical consciousness, such as actively engaging her 
students in conversations about race and what race means for them. Despite its strength in 
considering critical consciousness, this study is another that does not include analysis with 
regard to all three tenets of CRP.  
Another shortfall of much scholarship centered on CRP is the failure to fully attend to 
CRP as fundamentally a theory about how teachers think about their work, largely ignoring 
the theoretical underpinnings of the theory. The aforementioned literature connects almost 
exclusively to the tenets of the theory, leaving the theoretical underpinnings or any 
significant attention to how teachers think about their pedagogy largely unexamined. In 
contrast, Johnson’s (2011) study does provide an analysis of the shifts in two middle-school 
science teachers’ practices and beliefs over their two-year long participation in a 





science teachers. This piece is more directly connected to the theoretical underpinnings of 
CRP and the way in which teachers think about their students, their community, and their 
work. Despite this direct connection, however, the work lacks a strong focus on critical 
consciousness development for students or teachers. In a similar vein, Young (2010) reports 
on her grassroots attempt to work collaboratively with a group of teachers and administrators 
at a single urban school to “define, implement, and assess culturally relevant pedagogy as a 
viable pedagogical tool” (Young, 2010, p. 248). This work also takes place with in-service 
teachers and did consider more specifically how teachers’ struggled to take up critical 
consciousness in their work. As I have argued earlier, teachers’ critical consciousness 
undergirds both the tenets and theoretical underpinnings of CRP, rendering it central to truly 
equity-oriented pedagogy.  
Teacher Critical Consciousness Development over the Life Course 
By expanding beyond scholarship specifically focused on CRP, I found that there has 
been some attention paid the development of critical consciousness in teachers. It is worth 
noting that there is a much more common focus on cultural awareness or cross-cultural 
competence of teachers in an effort to prepare them for “diverse students”(Sleeter, 2008, p. 
559; also, e.g. Ward & Ward, 2003; Meaney et al., 2008; McAllister & Irvine, 2000; Milner, 
2011). Some of this work has partial overlap with the aims of critical consciousness raising 
efforts, such as trying to drive teachers toward a broader awareness of racism (Winchell, 
2013) and of their own cultural biases and prejudices (Gay & Howard, 2000; Sleeter, 2008).  
Though much of this work aims more pointedly towards developing what they call 
“cultural competence” in teachers (pre-service and in-service), authors do recognize the 





teachers thinking in terms of teachers’ “beliefs” (Ward & Ward, 2003), “dispositions” 
(Villegas, 2007), and “characteristics” (Rychly & Graves, 2012).  Gay (2000) recognizes the 
challenge that many teachers face in trying to maintain hope and optimism in their work with 
marginalized students.  Gay (2000) explains that, among other things, “moral and ethical 
conviction” (p. 211), are required in order for teachers to take on a culturally responsive 
disposition.  Buehler and colleagues’ (2009) work centers on the “fraughtness” (p. 408) that 
is experienced by one White, early-career teacher as she struggles to engage with CRP and 
develop her own cultural competence in her first year of teaching. Buehler et al. (2009) 
describe “cognitive and affective challenges” (p. 408) faced by this teacher, and highlighted 
the “affective qualities such as courage, will power and tenacity,” that CR teachers must 
possess in order to engage in CRP.   
Other scholarship in this vein focuses on the types of experiences that could support 
teachers in developing cultural competence or some broad conceptualization of multicultural 
teaching capacity.  Some suggested learning strategies include participating in consciousness 
raising groups (Greeley, Garcia, Kessler, & Gilchrest, 1992), community inquiry groups 
(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999), and critical reflectivity (Durden & Truscott, 2013).  
Work that considers critical consciousness development tends to focus on the 
influence of purposefully designed educational experiences (e.g. Ladson-Billings, 2001; 
Zamudio et al., 2009; Hill-Jackson, 2007; Beilke, 2005; Sleeter, Torres & Laughlin, 2004; 
Picower, 2009).  Gay and Kirkland (2003) suggest four approaches for engaging White pre-
service teachers in critical consciousness development: 1) creating learning expectations of 
criticalness, 2) modeling, 3) providing opportunities to practice critical consciousness, and 4) 





Bartolome (2004) suggests that coursework for pre-service teachers should include explicit 
attention to critiquing ideology and supports for taking “counter hegemonic stances” (p. 118).  
While the aforementioned literature suggests modes of intentionally shaping and developing 
critical consciousness of teachers, it leaves a gap in knowledge about how experiences and 
events outside of those purposefully crafted towards that purpose might influence critical 
consciousness development.  
Though sparse, there are a few studies which have considered teacher development 
across life course with respect to attitudes toward racial/cultural diversity (Garmon, 2004), 
race or class consciousness (Ullucci, 2011), or with respect to development of a “pedagogy 
of teacher activism” (Catone, 2017). Garmon’s (2004) study focused specifically on the 
development of one White, pre-service teacher’s attitudes toward racial/cultural diversity, 
which she also calls “multicultural awareness” (p. 201). Though this study considers life-
course factors such as dispositions and experiences that arose as influential on the single 
participant’s multicultural awareness, the study does not focus on development related to 
awareness of social inequity or social-justice oriented action (elements of critical 
consciousness). Ullucci’s (2011) study of three White teachers considered the factors and 
experiences that shaped the race and class consciousness of these teachers, who were “all 
believed to be exceptionally skilled in educating children of color in urban centers” (p. 561). 
This work converges with the present study in the focus on White teachers’ life histories and 
how those experiences impact their approach to education. Ullucci’s study, however, aims at 
understanding the experiences that have influenced these White teacher’s learning about race 
and class diversity, but not necessarily with an eye towards how those experiences or that 





 Finally, Catone’s (2017) work, a portraiture study of four “teacher activists” (p.14), 
includes a lifelong look into the lives of the four teachers and focuses on developing portraits 
that blend their pasts with the activist pedagogical practices of their presents. Catone’s work 
more closely aligns with this study, by examining the experiences of in-service teacher 
activists across their life courses and considering how those experiences interact with their 
“pedagogy of teacher activism” (p. 131). The present study builds on and differs from 
Catone’s work in two important ways, however. First, Catone’s study focused on sampling 
participants who varied in age, racial identity, sexual orientation, and class backgrounds. By 
contrast, sampling in this study is purposefully restricted to White teachers in an effort to 
understand the paths of critical consciousness development for teachers occupying that 
particular social location. Second, this study offers a deeper, more focused look at the 
development of critical consciousness by restricting the focus of the study to the path of 
critical consciousness development, and purposefully not examining teachers’ in-classroom 
practices. This restricted focus, importantly, allows for a deeper consideration of how 
teachers have come to think in critically conscious ways about education.  
Studying White Teachers’ Paths of Critical Consciousness over Their Life Courses 
This chapter has provided an overview of CRP, which serves as the conceptual 
framework grounding this study, and an expanded conceptualization of critical 
consciousness, building significantly from the work of both Ladson-Billings (1995) and 
Freire (1973, 2005). By reviewing literature relevant to CRP and critical consciousness, 
specifically, I have explained why this study builds, in important and unique ways, on the 
extant literature base. This study emphasizes the importance of critical consciousness and, in 





traditionally neglected in scholarship related to CRP. Furthermore, by taking on a life-history 
approach aimed specifically at delving deeply into the paths of critical consciousness of 
White teachers, this study expands consideration of experiential influences on critical 
consciousness development beyond those purposefully crafted for pre-service teacher 
education programs. In the following chapter, I explain, in detail, how the methodology of 











CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
As demonstrated in the introduction and the literature review, critical consciousness is 
an important element which undergirds Culturally Relevant Pedagogy. Key components of 
critical consciousness, as described in Chapter 2, include 1) the ability to recognize, 
understand and interrogate issues of social inequity (awareness) and 2) the ability to take 
action to challenge those inequities (action). This study, by focusing on the life-course 
development of critical consciousness of in-service White teachers, differs from other work 
that has been conducted in the field and extends and enhances that work by providing deeper 
insight into the paths of critical consciousness of these teachers. In this chapter, I present the 
methodology for the study, including the research questions, research paradigm, research 
design, methods, and ethics.  
 This study is designed to be a qualitative descriptive study, utilizing a multiple-case 
study, life history approach, of White teachers’ perceptions of their paths of critical 
consciousness over the courses of their lives. The White teachers selected for the study have 
been selected purposively based on evidence of critical consciousness in how they think 
about education (discussed further in the methods section). Specifically, in this study I sought 
to describe the types of experiences that have influenced the thinking of these teachers along 
their paths of critical consciousness up to and including how their paths have come to 
intersect with their thinking about education. The research questions that guide the study are: 






1) How do participants describe their paths of critical consciousness?  
a. What experiences do participants view as significant to their paths of 
critical consciousness?  
b. How do participants describe how their paths of critical consciousness 
came to intersect with how they think about education? 
Critical Social Constructivist Paradigm 
All researchers, whether they explicitly acknowledge it or not, conduct their research 
from a particular paradigm or worldview (Creswell, 2009). Paradigms include ontological, 
epistemological, and axiological elements (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). Researchers’ paradigms 
influence directly the methodological choices that they make in the design and execution of a 
research study, and thus, should be explicitly discussed. Methodology includes both the 
procedures that are utilized in a study and the philosophical and theoretical underpinnings of 
those procedures. I label my own paradigmatic orientation for this work as critical social 
constructivist. In so naming, I highlight the overlapping of social constructivism (Creswell, 
2009) and the critical paradigm (Scotland, 2012) in my own worldview.  
Social constructivism is a common paradigm for qualitative work, and holds the 
assumption that individuals build meanings of their experiences based on their own 
engagement with the world. It recognizes that the meaning-making that occurs is based on 
historical and social perspectives and that meaning-making is always social (Creswell, 2009). 
The work of Vygotsky (1978), one of the major foundational theorists of social 
constructivism, has influenced the strong emphasis that I place on the socially constructed 
and situated nature of learning and development. Vygotsky’s work emphasized the form of 





 From an ontological standpoint, which considers the form and nature of reality, 
social constructivism tends to lean toward a more relativist stance, with an emphasis on 
“local and specific constructed and co-constructed realities” (Guba & Lincoln, 2005, p.193). 
Building from there, epistemologically (concerning the nature of knowledge), “knowledge 
and meaningful reality are constructed in and out of interactions between humans and their 
world and are developed and transmitted in social context”(Scotland, 2012, p. 12). These 
emphases on the significance of interactions and experiences in a social world are reflected in 
the decision to study participants’ perceptions of their experiences as they developed and 
engaged in meaning-making around critical consciousness over the courses of their life 
histories. I gathered, through the use of a co-constructed life-history timeline and follow up 
interviews, a picture of the multi-faceted and socially situated experiences that participants 
attributed to their developing paths of critical consciousness.  
The critical element of my world view brings to bear, ontologically speaking, a 
historical realism to this work. This historical realism is reflected in my framing of the 
problem, which recognizes that the nature of reality has been “shaped by social, political, 
cultural, economic, ethnic, and gender values” (Scotland, 2012, p. 13). While supporting a 
socially constructed view of knowledge (epistemology), my critical perspective adds 
attention toward the influence of power relations from within society on knowledge 
construction. Both perspectives, though arguably more strongly represented from the critical 
perspective, value (axiology) research in the service of action towards social emancipation 
and justice (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). The value of social emancipation and justice undergirds 
this study from the understanding of the problem to drawing implications from the findings. 





experiences on the work (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). Rather than pursuing a false sense of 
objectivity by denying the influence of my personal experiences and values, I have explicitly 
acknowledged my own positionality (see Chapter 1) and how I view this as influencing the 
design and research process.  
Research Design 
Drawing from my critical social constructivist paradigm, I chose a qualitative 
descriptive design utilizing a multiple-case, life history approach. Qualitative research is 
“grounded in the lived experiences of people” (Marshall & Rossman, 2016, p. 2). The 
emphasis on the socially-situated nature of experience and meaning-making from a social 
constructivist perspective aligns well with a qualitative approach. Specifically, qualitative 
research tends to be inductive and use open-ended questions which allow for participants to 
share their views and experiences (Creswell, 2009). From a qualitative perspective, there is 
interest in gathering information about how humans engage with, experience, and make sense 
of the world from specific historical and social perspectives. A qualitative approach is well 
suited to both my own world view and to the research questions that I pursue, which focus on 
the lived experiences and meaning-making of White teachers’ along their paths of critical 
consciousness. My research questions require an open-ended, inductive approach which is 
supported by qualitative research.  
Qualitative Description 
The field of qualitative research is vast, with specific approaches such as 
phenomenology (Sloan & Bowe, 2014), grounded theory (Charmaz, 2014), ethnography 
(Spradley, 1979), and narrative study (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) being based on “specific 





2000, p. 337). Qualitative description as a distinct form of qualitative research is an often 
overlooked approach that fits the aims of studies that primarily seek to describe phenomena. 
Sandelowski (2000 & 2010) laments the overuse of, inaccurate use of, and posturing about 
phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography, and narrative study by researchers whose 
final products often reveal little to no evidence of firm grounding in the espoused 
approaches. This type of methodological misrepresentation undermines the quality of the 
work and misleads readers.  
 Qualitative description, however, is an appropriate approach on its own, particularly 
when description of phenomena is a main goal of the study. Research questions for 
qualitative descriptive studies are typically simple and provide appropriately narrow 
boundaries for investigation of the phenomenon of interest (Magilvy & Thomas, 2009). 
Qualitative descriptive studies are designed to provide comprehensive summaries of events 
by staying close to the data (Sandelowski, 2000). Discovering the “basic nature and shape” 
(Sandelowski, 2000, p.338) of events and experiences is the guiding force behind data 
collection in qualitative description. While conceptual or theoretical frameworks can (and 
undoubtedly do) influence qualitative descriptive research design and execution 
(Sandelowski, 2010), data collection techniques tend to be minimally or moderately 
structured, with an emphasis on open-ended individual and/or focus group interviews. 
Observations and artifact collection can also be part of qualitative descriptive data collection. 
Participants, in addition to having experience with the phenomenon of interest, must also be 
willing and able to recount their experiences and reflections to a researcher. Grounded in a 
naturalistic approach to inquiry, qualitative description is particularly appropriate for this 





other studies that have attempted to take a life-long look at the paths of critical consciousness 
of White teachers. The novelty of the area of study supports, therefore, a broader, descriptive 
approach.  
Qualitative descriptive designs utilize purposeful sampling techniques (Patton, 1990), 
such as criterion or maximum variation sampling in order to find cases that will be the most 
information rich with respect to the purposes of the study. Criterion sampling hinges on 
choosing cases that meet a predetermined criterion of importance (Patton, 2002). Maximum 
variation sampling is used when the researcher selects cases in order to maximize the 
diversity across one or more dimensions (Patton, 2002). Because rich description is the key 
output of a qualitative descriptive study, and results in extensive pages of transcripts, field 
notes, memos, and documents/artifacts, sample size is often quite small, with as few as three 
to five persons included (Maglivy & Thomas, 2009). As the goal of this study is to describe 
and understand the experiences of White teachers that have contributed to their paths of 
critical consciousness, a qualitative descriptive approach is fitting.  
Life history. Within the overall qualitative descriptive design, I chose to utilize a life 
history approach. Given the focus on describing and understanding the experiences of 
participants across the course of their lifetimes, a life-history approach is appropriate. The 
life-history focus gives this qualitative descriptive study narrative “overtones” (Sandelowski, 
2000, p. 335), with the focus on the participants’ recounting of their life-long experiences 
and meaning-making process with respect to critical consciousness. The term “narrative 
research” is used to describe research which studies stories, narratives, or descriptions of 
series of events (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). In narrative research, in-depth interviews are 





phenomenon of interest (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Specifically, I selected a life history 
approach to this qualitative descriptive work in order to highlight and explore the 
development of paths of critical consciousness over time. Life histories aim to “examine the 
subjective experience of individuals and their constructions of the social world” (Jones, 1983, 
p. 147, cited in Marshall & Rossman, 2016). It is centered on documenting the, “inner 
experiences of individuals, how they interpret, understand and define the world around them” 
(Faraday & Plummer, 1979, p. 776). This focus aligns particularly well with the investigation 
of participants’ paths of critical consciousness, because critical consciousness (as discussed 
in Chapter 2) hinges on how individuals interpret and understand the world around them. As 
this study is situated in the qualitative descriptive vein of narrative inquiry, I constructed 
participants’ case narratives with the intent to describe their paths, providing narratives that 
are informative, rather than critical in nature. The narratives that resulted describe 
participants’ paths of critical consciousness in detail.  The aim of the study was the 
description of movement toward critical consciousness, something desirable; therefore, the 
narratives tend toward describing what “goodness” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman, 1997, 
p. 9 ) was present along participants paths, while recognizing (though not critically delving 
into) the ways that “goodness will always be laced with imperfections”(Lawrence-Lightfoot 
& Hoffman, 1997, p.9).  
In considering a life history approach, particularly salient are potential limitations of 
memory and recall, which are relevant concerns for any research procedures which ask 
questions that concern past events (Armstrong, 1987). It is not realistic to expect that one 
could or would remember everything that has happened over the course of one’s life. Central 





experiences within each participant’s life, but rather which events or experiences are recalled 
as significant to that person (Armstrong, 1987) with respect to his path of critical 
consciousness. According to Berger (1963) memory is fundamentally interpretive work, as 
“we ourselves go on interpreting and reinterpreting our own life” (p.68). The nature of this 
type of work, therefore, requires that primacy be placed not necessarily on nailing down a 
hard, exact factual account of what happened, but rather on uncovering how participants see 
the events and experiences that have unfolded throughout their lives as significant to their 
own paths of critical consciousness. As this approach relies solely on participant recall and 
reflection, the use of multiple successive interviews is imperative as they allow for both 
increased depth and revisiting elements of the history that are articulated in earlier 
interviews. Additionally, the use of multiple interviews allows for exploring and potentially 
seeking out areas that may have been omitted, perhaps even purposefully, in initial 
interviews (Armstrong, 1987).  
Multiple cases. Life history research aligns well with a case-based approach. Both 
Stake (1995) and Yin (2003) situate their approaches to case study within the constructivist 
paradigm. As discussed previously, the critical social constructivist paradigm that frames this 
study is built on a basic premise of the social construction of reality. From this perspective, a 
close collaboration between researcher and participant is central to facilitating participants’ 
tellings of their stories (Crabtree & Miller, 1999). Participants’ stories describe their views of 
reality and allow the researcher to begin to understand participants’ experiences (Lather, 
1992). A case study approach can be used to explore an array of foci, including individuals, 
organizations, interventions, relationships, communities, and programs (Baxter & Jack, 





and when you believe that contextual conditions are relevant to the phenomenon under study. 
In alignment with the critical social constructivist paradigm framing this study, the emphasis 
on the relevance of context is appropriate. Though this focuses on the retrospective 
recounting and examination of experiences over each participant’s life course, through the 
use of deep, open exploration and description, the contexts surrounding significant 
experiences relevant to each participant’s path of critical consciousness are considered 
explicitly. Similarly, in seeking to describe and understand participants’ paths of critical 
consciousness, implicit are questions about “how” paths have unfolded and been shaped over 
participants’ life courses. Miles and Huberman (1994) explain that a case is a “phenomenon 
of some sort occurring in a bounded context” (p. 25). In this study, rather than considering a 
physically or geographically bounded context, the bounded context of interest here becomes 
each participant’s life course as it has been relevant to her/his path of critical consciousness.  
There are a variety of case-study types (Yin, 2003; Stake, 2005). Multiple-case 
studies enable researchers to analyze individual cases and then move on to consider what can 
be learned by analyzing data across cases. The final sample (discussed in the coming 
sections) for this study includes three teachers. A sample of this size is appropriate for the 
research questions being asked, which require a deep, focused study of relatively few 
participants. This small sample size is suitable for the qualitative descriptive approach 
utilized for this study (Magilvy & Thomas, 2009).  
A multiple case study allows “a number of cases to be studied jointly in order to 
investigate a phenomenon, population or general condition” (Stake, 2005, p. 445). In this 
case, the phenomenon of interest is the paths of critical consciousness of White teachers. 





themes, and transferable concepts, analysts of qualitative data too often miss idiosyncratic, 
unique and non-fungible features of cases that give them their integrity and make them so 
valuable for study”(p. 525). A case study is a research strategy that is fundamentally 
concerned and oriented toward understanding for some purpose a “One, whether that One is 
a singular entity, such as a person, or an aggregate or spatiotemporally defined entity, such as 
a family, organization, cultural group, or event” (Sandelowski, 1996, p. 526). This means that 
initially each case was studied and analyzed singularly, and treated as “intrinsically worthy of 
study by itself as it pertains to the research purpose” (Sandelowski, 1996, p. 527). Seeking 
first to understand deeply the particulars of each case was imperative because the basic 
“epistemological function” (Stake, 1994, p. 242) of comparison across cases competes with 
the aim of learning about and from each particular case. Therefore, only after seeking to 
understand and describe each case individually were the cases cross-analyzed for differences 
and commonalities.  
Research Methods 
Criterion Sampling 
 The focus of qualitative inquiry is typically on the in-depth study of relatively small 
samples that have been selected purposively. Qualitative research generally utilizes 
purposive sampling in order to select for information-rich individuals or cases. There are a 
variety of purposive sampling strategies that qualitative researchers may undertake 
depending on the specific aims of their research (Patton, 1990). For example, cases may be 
selected for their status as extreme or deviant cases, which are information rich because they 
are rare or special in some way. Another example is maximum variation sampling, which 





one another along specific axes (Patton, 1990). For this study, initial sampling was done 
through criterion sampling. Criterion sampling focuses on studying cases that meet a pre-
determined criterion relevant to the research question at hand (Patton, 1990). Criterion 
sampling is appropriate for this study because the research questions, which center on the 
paths of critical consciousness of White teachers that show evidence of critical consciousness 
in how they think about education, set forth specific criteria of importance. As critical 
consciousness is the central construct of this study, initial sampling decisions were based on 
evidence, or lack thereof, of the main elements of critical consciousness (awareness and 
action; discussed in Chapter 2) in participants’ responses to a screening tool developed for 
this purpose, the Ideal Classroom Vision Statement Exercise (ICVSE; discussed below). 
Additionally, teachers were required to identify racially as White and be employed in the 
2017-2018 school year as K-12 teachers. These three main criteria are all significant to the 
research questions and aim of the study.  
White K-12 teachers. As discussed in depth in Chapters 1 and 2, the focus of this 
study is specifically on the paths of critical consciousness of White, K-12 teachers. In order 
to ensure that participants met these two selection criteria, they provided demographic and 
professional information prior to completion of the ICVSE. They were prompted specifically 
for their racial identification and for their professional training and experience, including 
their employment during the 2017-2018 school year. Any participants who indicated a racial 
identity other than White or who indicated being in a position other than K-12 teacher during 
the 2017-2018 school year were automatically disqualified from further participation.  
Critical consciousness criterion. As the central concern of this study is to describe 





consciousness in how participants think about education was central to a productive and 
appropriate sample. In order to best ensure a sample of White teachers that showed evidence 
of critical consciousness in their thinking about education, I used a screening tool, the Ideal 
Classroom Vision Statement Exercise (ICVSE), which was evaluated in reference to a priori 
indicator criteria of critical consciousness, which are provided and discussed below.  
The ICVSE is based on a set of questions developed by Hammerness (2006), which 
she used to elicit data about teachers’ developing professional vision over time. Using 
Hammerness’s introductory prompt and questions as a base (Table 1), I pilot7 tested the 
instrument for use through the Qualtrics platform and in order to determine the feasibility of 
eliciting information relevant to elements of critical consciousness through this means. 
Table 1. Hammerness’s Vision Statement Writing Prompt 
Vision Statement Writing Prompt 
These questions are designed to elicit your images of the ideal classroom. Please feel free 
to describe in the next few pages what you dream about or hope for even though it may be 
somewhat—or even very—different from your current classroom. I’d like you to begin by 
envisioning this ideal classroom for a moment. Suppose, akin to a “virtual reality tour,” 
you can imagine yourself walking into your classroom. You can look around the room, and 
you can hear and see the activities going on… 
1) What do you see, feel, and hear when you walk around your ideal classroom? 
2) What are you doing in your ideal classroom? What is your role? Why? 
3) What are your students doing in this ideal classroom? What role(s) do the students 
play? Why? 
4) What kinds of things are the students learning in your ideal classroom? For instance, 
what topics or texts are they working on? Why are those important for them to 
learn? 
5) What is the relationship between what goes on in your ideal classroom and the kind 
of society you would like to see in the twenty-first century? 
 
 (Hammerness, 2006, p. 93) 
 The questions prompt specifically for teachers to reflect on their role, their students’ 
role, what students are learning and the relationship between what goes on in their ideal 
                                                            
7 Please note that all data from the pilot of the ICVSE and the interview guides were destroyed and are not 





classroom and their vision for society. These specific prompts have the potential to reveal 
elements of critical consciousness8 which, if present, are evident in how a teacher thinks 
about education. In order to ensure that these prompts would be effective in revealing 
potential elements of critical consciousness, I piloted and developed this instrument with a 
total of 12 volunteers who were all current or former teachers. These volunteers were 
personal or professional acquaintances. A total of four volunteers piloted the first version of 
the instrument (Appendix A). After reviewing responses from the first four volunteers, I 
made several small changes to the instrument, which included: 1) making a correction to 
include the final question which had been inadvertently deleted, and 2) the addition of the 
word “skills” to the 4th question to prompt attention to educational aims beyond content 
knowledge. An additional eight volunteers completed the revised version of the instrument 
(Appendix B). Review of those results and comments only resulted in one slight shift in the 
wording of the introductory paragraph for clarity. Rationale for changes made after each 
iteration are elaborated in Appendix C. The final version of the instrument is found in 
Appendix D.  
Development of criterion tables. The process of piloting also yielded useful sample 
responses to consider within the context of determining whether or not elements of critical 
consciousness were present or absent in each volunteer’s ICVSE. Collectively, the construct 
of critical consciousness (detailed in Chapter 2) and the pilot responses served to develop the 











the two main elements of critical consciousness, awareness and action (discussed in Chapter 
2). I also considered the relationships both implicit and explicit between critical 
consciousness and Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (discussed in Chapters 1 and 2). As I 
reviewed each volunteer’s response, I took note of and wrote memos about ideas relevant to 
the elements of critical consciousness found in each one. This process of review and 
reflective memoing revealed elements of responses that served as evidence of awareness or 
action through clear, strong alignment. After reviewing all pilot responses in this manner, I 
created a table with elements drawn from the responses that served as evidence for awareness 
or action (Table 2). Additional elements were added to the Evidence Table based on this 
study’s theoretical framework and conceptualization of the construct of critical 
consciousness. The added elements were not found in the responses collected for the pilot, 
but could conceivably occur in data. 
Critical Consciousness Criterion Evidence. Table 2 constitutes specific components 
that were considered evidence of either the awareness or action elements of critical 
consciousness in teachers’ ICVSE. As is indicated in Table 2, and consistent with the 
construct of critical consciousness (discussed in detail in Chapter 2), awareness is considered 
a prerequisite or precursor to action. In this way, for part of a response to be considered 
evidence of action it must be contextualized within an element of awareness. For criterion 
sampling for the study, participants’ responses were read for evidence of action and 
awareness using the evidence outlined in Tables 2. In order to meet the criterion of evidence 
of critical consciousness, a participant’s ICVSE response must have contained at least one 
element of awareness and one element of action in the Evidence Table (Table 2). Participants 





criterion. Additionally, participants whose responses only contained an element of awareness 
or action (but not both) did not meet the critical consciousness criterion.  
Table 2. Critical Consciousness Evidence Criterion 
 Awareness Action 








Statements that question or critique a singular 
or dominant narrative  
Reference to taking action to solve 
problems/challenges in the world or 
community (with Awareness) 
Awareness of/challenge of narratives or 
mechanisms that maintain inequity in the 
U.S.  
Reference to standing up against or taking 
action against marginalization/oppression or 
in solidarity with those that are 
marginalized/oppressed 
Direct references to inequality, injustice, 
social justice, power and/or various axes 
oppression  
Reference to standing up or taking action 
against what is dominant/status quo 
Reference to critique of or challenge to what 
is normative/ taken for granted/ status quo 
 
Challenge or critique of 
curriculum/content/school as neutral or 
apolitical OR framing of 
curriculum/content/school as political or not 
neutral 
 
Explicit reference to critical consciousness, 
critical pedagogy or related concept 
 
Challenging or critiquing elements that 
undergird oppression in the US, including 
meritocracy, individualism and universalism.  
 
Challenging or critiquing explicitly the status 
quo.  
 
Recruitment and Sampling 
Sampling involved direct recruitment of participants through personal contacts, email, 
list serves, social media, and professional organizations. The recruitment materials 
(Appendix E) were designed to avoid utilizing overly academic language in describing the 
sample that is being sought. Instead, more common and colloquial language, “social justice,” 
was used to describe the general type of participant that would be appropriate for the study, 





description of basic criteria for participation, including racial identification as White, 
employment as a K-12 teacher in the 2017-2018 school year, willingness and ability to 
participate in four life history interviews, and being located within a restricted geographic 
area. Potential participants were directed in the materials to a Qualtrics link, which elicited 
demographic information, contact information, professional training and employment 
information, and the ICVSE.  
Initial participant pool and selection. A total of 28 teachers completed the ICVSE 
and demographics information.  That pool of teachers met the criteria for racial identification 
as White, employment as K-12 teachers in the previous school year, and geographical 
restriction. Their responses to the ICVSE were screened for evidence of critical 
consciousness using the Evidence of Critical Consciousness Criterion Table (Table 2), 
discussed in detail above.  Of the original 28, seven (Table 3) qualified for and were selected 
for participation in the study. The seven selected for participation in the interview portion of 
the study showed evidence of critical consciousness in their thinking about education in their 
ICVSE responses, whereas the remaining 21 did not.  In order to compensate selected 
participants for their contributions and to incentivize completion of participation, participants 
























Charlotte Woman Heterosexual Middle-class Elementary 1-2 All 
Penelope Female Gay Middle-class Middle  3-5 Math 
Darcy Woman Queer Middle-class High 3-5  Reading/Language 
Arts/English 
Mia Woman Heterosexual Middle-class High 3-5 Social Studies 
Anne Cisgender 
Woman 
Queer Middle-class High 11-15 Reading/ 
Language 
Arts/English 





Heterosexual Middle-class High 20+ Reading/Language 
Arts/English, 
Writing/Compositio
n, Public Speaking 
 
The pool of seven participants included one elementary, one middle, and five high school 
teachers. The pool also included teachers that taught math, English, social studies/history, 
and English as a second language. The pool included teachers with a range of teaching 
experience, from two years to more than twenty years. The pool also included heterosexual, 
gay, and queer identified people. All participants grew up in middle-class households. 
Interview data was collected with all seven participants. Further narrowing of the participant 
pool (discussed in a later section) for focused study in this dissertation was conducted after 
data collection was completed.  
Research Context  
 As discussed above, sampling for this study was criterion-based, with a geographical 
restriction in the south eastern United States. Ultimately participants that qualified for the 
study hailed from two adjacent cities in the southeastern United States, Douglass and Burke 
                                                            
9 Gender Identities are reported as participants entered them into an open-ended field in the 






City.10 Douglass has a total population of around 300,000 people. The population of 
Douglass is approximately 40% White, 38% Black, 14% Hispanic, 5% Asian, 3% 
Multiracial, and less than 1% Native American, Pacific Islander, and Other. The median 
household income is around $52,000. By comparison, Burke City is smaller, more affluent, 
and Whiter. Burke City has a population of around 60,000 people and a median household 
income of around $75,000. The population is around 68% White, 13% Asian, 9% Black, 6% 
Hispanic, 4 % Multi-Race, and less than 1% Native American, Pacific Islander and Other. I 
provide this information about these two cities specifically, because I refer to them within the 
case narratives (discussed in the coming sections). As the focus of the study is on 
retrospective accounts/analysis of each participant’s life history, the “context” is better 
understood as bounded by each participant’s life-course, more than a traditional 
spatial/geographical bounding of context. Therefore, other relevant contextual factors are 
explained within the individual case narratives (Appendix F, Appendix G, Appendix H) or in 
the findings, as is appropriate.  
Data Collection and Sources: ICVSE, Interviews, and Timelines 
 Data for this study came from three main sources: 1) The results of the ICVSE, 2) 
Interviews, including audio recordings and field notes, and 3) Timelines and artifacts (Figure 
3). As discussed above, the ICVSE elicited participants’ visions of their ideal classrooms in 
the form of written responses to a series of prompts. These statements were used for selection 
purposes. Socio-demographic data and data about each participant’s professional experience 
and most recent employment were also collected. Participants selected for the study 
                                                            
10 All locations, organizations, people have been given pseudonyms in order to protect 





participated in a series of five or six in-depth, life history interviews. Interviews were initially 
designed to be collected in only four sessions, however the length of interviews two and three 
varied for many participants, often necessitating a second session in order to provide time to 
answer interview questions completely. For these participants, their data is still organized 
according to the intended topics for the four original interviews, but interviews two and three 
are sometimes denoted as having “Part 1” and “Part 2.” The interviews, utilizing a co-
constructed timeline elicitation device, sought to elicit deep description of each participant’s 
unfolding path of critical consciousness over the course of her/his lifetime.  
Figure 3. Data Collection and Sources 
 
Open-ended, in-depth interviews and timelines. Life history work often relies on 





interviewing as, “a gently guided, one-sided conversation that explores a person’s substantial 
experience with the research topic.”(Charmaz, 2014, p. 56). Intensive interviews rely on 
open-ended questions, aim to elicit detailed responses, emphasize understanding the 
participants’ experiences, perspectives and meanings, and are approached flexibly so as to 
allow for following up on unexpected areas of inquiry and accounts of experiences 
(Charmaz, 2014). Atkinson (1998) explains that often interviews are more fruitful if the 
participant has the opportunity to prepare themselves for the interview. In order to allow 
participants this preparation time, I emailed them introductory paragraphs (Appendix I) 
ahead of each interview to provide them a brief orientation to the intended topics and scope 
of each interview. In addition, participants were asked to bring any artifacts that they felt 
might help them in reflecting on and communicating their relevant life history. The number 
of artifacts provided by each participant varied from none to more than a hundred. Most 
commonly, participants elected to share photos of significant people or from important times 
in their lives. Typically the artifacts served to support and, on some level, provide 
confirmation for the participants’ descriptions, but did not add additional insight on their 
own.  
An important element of life history interviewing in the context of this study was 
balancing the need for a certain amount of focus and structure in order to ensure that data 
gathered is relevant to the aims and research questions while not overly structuring or 
restricting the interviews in ways that result in data that are shallow and formulaic (Atkinson, 
1998). Interview guides used for the study (Appendix I) were primarily open-ended, and 
purposefully avoided being stringent or overly prescriptive. They were used as a jumping off 





followed. The overall aims of each interview are much more central to this process than any 
specific question found on the interview guides. Atkinson (1998) recommends that 
interviewers prepare a set of broad, open-ended questions to be used alongside generic 
probes, questions or comments to elicit more details or elaboration on a topic.  For this study, 
which intended a cross case analysis, however, a certain minimum level of uniformity across 
interviews was necessary. With this end in mind, Interviews 1 and 2 were the most open-
ended of the four, with the least amount of structure beyond utilizing minimal required 
prompts and probes, where appropriate, to facilitate reflection (See Appendix I for interview 
guides). Interview 3 was more structured in including specific prompts and questions that 
were used with all participants to explore their development of critical consciousness with 
regard to various axes of oppression. Similarly, the guide for Interview 4 included questions 
that were used with all participants to explore how their path of critical consciousness has 
come to intersect with their thinking about education. While the entire process remained open 
and semi-structured, including core questions to which all participants responded provided an 
important element of consistency across participants that supported the cross-case analyses.  
 Timelines. In this series of four interviews, the first two focused on the initial 
construction of a timeline of each participant’s life. This timeline was brought to both the 3rd 
and 4th interviews as a visual anchor and continued to be open to revision and elaboration 
throughout the process. The use of timelines enhances the quality of data collected in an 
interview by offering a mode of combining both visual and verbal information (Berends, 
2011). Timelines are one method of visual representation that can be used in tandem with 
interviews to facilitate recollection of and reflection on personal experiences. Timeline 





experiences while “reflecting on the significance of individual events and the relationship 
between events” (Berends, 2011, p. 3). Additionally, timelines have proven useful for 
analysis by supporting a holistic perspective of participants’ experiences and facilitating 
identification of commonalities and divergences across the life histories of multiple 
participants (Boyd, Hill, Holmes & Purnell, 1998). For timeline construction, participants 
were supplied with a variety of pens, pencils, markers, and large (24 inches by 36 inches) 
sheets of paper. As is reflected in the interview introduction (Appendix I), participants were 
advised as to the purpose of the timeline as a visual anchor. Participants were also advised 
that, despite the implied linearity of timelines in general, the use of the timeline needed not 
restrict them to a linear interpretation or telling of their life experiences. In order to give a 
sense of the complexity of the timelines, final timelines for three participants are included 
(Figure 4, Figure 5, Figure 6). Details and text on the timelines have been intentionally 
blurred in order to protect participant confidentiality, as they include personally identifiable 
information. Still, the sheer amount of layered information is discernable, even in the blurred 






















Figure 4. Penelope Final Timeline 
 







Figure 6. Charlotte Final Timeline 
 
 
 In this study, timelines served as both elicitation devices to guide and draw out information 
about participants’ experiences and important anchors for co-construction of meaning 
making and understanding between the interviewer and the participant. They also proved to 
be useful resources during the data analysis and narrative case construction process by 
helping me accurately situate events and experiences discussed by participants in their 
interviews within the larger context of their lives.  
Developing interview guides. Experts recommend developing interview guides, even 
for interviews that are intended to be open-ended and relatively fluid (Charmaz, 2014; 
Atkinson, 1998). By carefully crafting open-ended, non-judgmental questions, interviewers 
are able to invite participants into deep, detailed discussion of relevant topics and experiences 
(Charmaz, 2014). For intensive or in-depth interviewing, Charmaz (2014) recommends 





one question will suffice in setting off a cascade of stories tumbling out. In contrast to 
interviewing strategies that might require a more structured approach, such as informational 
or investigative interviewing, intensive interviews “create and open an interactional space in 
which the participant can relate his or her own experience”(Charmaz, 2014, p. 57). 
Approaching an interview with a set of purposefully worded questions is important, 
particularly for novice researchers, in preparing for the interview and being ready to take 
advantage of opportunities to probe and explore. The open-ended nature of life-history 
research necessarily means that interview guides are flexible resources for supporting the in-
the-moment crafting of the interview. They can also include broad probes to be used by the 
interviewer to delve deeper into a topic and to encourage the participant to expand on what 
they are discussing.  
Piloting the initial interview guide. A pilot was conducted of an initial version of 
the interview guide for Interview 1, which centers on the co-construction of the timeline and 
a broad life overview. The participant was a White former teacher. The initial version of the 
guide included introductory material meant to orient the participant to the general point of the 
interview, reiterations of the potential risks of emotional distress associated with life history 
interviewing and options for pausing or stopping participation at any time, and a description 
of the intended timeline construction process. The initial interview guide was developed 
following recommendations by both Atkinson (1998) and Armstrong (1987) to develop 
purposeful questions and probes that are as open-ended as possible. The pilot served as an 
evaluation of the need for and utility of the prompts and probes and also as a test of the 





 Overall the interview pilot provided evidence that this approach to interviewing and 
life history, utilizing timeline co-construction and open-ended, flexible questions and 
prompts would be fruitful for eliciting the type of data necessary to accomplish the aims of 
the study and answer the research questions. Following Armstrong (1987), I elicited feedback 
from the pilot participant about her interview experience and I also reflected on my own 
about the pilot interview. There were several specific takeaways from the pilot interview. 
First, the timeline construction itself was useful for grounding conversation about the 
participants’ life experiences and helping the participant and the researcher stay oriented 
within the participants’ life history. The process of co-construction of the timeline was 
fruitful and the participant found in-the-moment collaborative reflection to be useful in her 
timeline construction process. Additionally, having specific probes and questions in the guide 
were helpful as fallbacks, but the interview largely unfolded organically past the initial 
opening statement based on the participants’ own life history. This openness in approach and 
structure of the interview is consistent with the espoused open-ended approach to life history 
research in the literature (Armstrong, 1987; Atkinson, 1998) and expert guidance on 
intensive interviewing (Charmaz, 2014). The introduction, which focused the life history on 
how the participant has come to be aware of and think about issues of social inequity, was 
fruitful in keeping in mind the aim of the interview without being too restrictive. The final 
version of the first interview guide (Appendix I) maintained the introduction and a slightly 
reduced number of overall questions and prompts.  
I also added acknowledgment in the opening that elements of the participant’s story 
may arise of which he or she is embarrassed or ashamed. In this opening, I attempted to 





behaviors along my own path of which I am not proud now, but which nevertheless 
illuminate important parts of my own path of development. I explained that knowing and 
discussing these things is important because they may have relevance to their own path of 
critical consciousness development. I added this organically within the pilot interview and 
found it an important component to include at the onset of all initial interviews. Also, the 
length of the pilot interview suggested that Interview 1 should be focused on a broad 
overview, without pursuing prompts or probes along specific axes of critical consciousness 
development unless they emerge organically from the interview process. The broad overview 
that was accomplished in the pilot interview took two hours. At that point, both the 
participant and I were tired and pursuing further detail along more specific lines would likely 
not have been fruitful. As a result, for the final design the overview and initial timeline 
construction were intended to take place over the course of Interviews 1 and 2. Interview 1 
focused on each participant’s life experiences through high school, with Interview 2 focusing 
on life experiences from after high school to present. For some participants, Interview 2 
required two sessions. Exploration of development along various axes was the focus of 
Interview 3. All participants required two sessions to complete Interview 3. Finally, 
Interview 4 explored specifically how participants’ viewed their paths of critical 
consciousness as having come to intersect with their thinking about education.  
Continuous refinement of interview process. As I engaged in the processes of data 
collection and analysis I continually refined and developed my interview process. Interview 
guides served as the bases for the interviews, with their overall aims as fixed, but through 
data collection and reflection, I occasionally added to the guides and process as was fitting to 





this type of qualitative research (Charmaz, 2014). Additionally, the use of multiple 
interviews with each participant allowed me to revisit topics and gaps that were noted during 
analysis for clarification and expansion.  
Interviews were audio-recorded and field notes were written as soon as possible after 
the completion of each interview. Interviews were transcribed verbatim by a transcription 
service in order to facilitate ongoing analysis of incoming data. Transcripts were reviewed 
alongside audio for completeness and accuracy. Deep familiarity and immersion with data is 
a hallmark of qualitative research (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Reviewing transcripts 
supported initial familiarization with the data prior to beginning coding (Braun & Clarke, 
2006). Rapid transcription also facilitated the ongoing and mutually-informative process of 
analysis and data collection (described in the data analysis section). Specifically, initial 
analyses of early interviews allowed me to plan specific questions and probes for subsequent 
interviews in order to dig deeper into and clarify specific elements of each participant’s life 
history. 
Participants: Selection and Narrowing 
As mentioned above, a total of seven participants qualified for the study based on 
their responses to the ICVSE and demographics survey. Those seven participants were 
invited to participate in interviews and all accepted. Basic information for all participants that 
qualified and with whom interview data was collected is presented in Table 3 (above). The 
interview process was completed with all seven participants. Upon determining the full depth 
of data that were generated by each case, the decision was made to narrow the pool under 





cases. Charlotte, Liam, and Penelope were selected for analysis (Table 4). The remaining 
four cases are being kept for analysis in the future.  















Charlotte Woman Heterosexual Middle-class Elementary 1-2 All 
Penelope Female Gay Middle-class Middle  3-5 Math 
Liam Cisgender 
Male 
Heterosexual Middle-class High 20+ Reading/Language 
Arts/English, 
Writing/Compositio
n, Public Speaking 
 The three were chosen to attempt maximum variation within the sample based on 
grade level and gender. While grade level and gender were the two elements based on which 
I selected for maximum variation, the three selected also represented some of the variation in 
the broader group based on both sexual orientation, years of teaching, and subjects taught.  
Of the original seven, Charlotte was the only elementary school teacher that qualified for the 
study. Having just completed her second year of teaching, she was also the most novice of 
the group. She is also a heterosexual woman, one of three in the original pool. Penelope was 
the only middle school teacher and the only math teacher of the group. She is a gay woman, 
one of three gay or queer women in the original pool. She also had a moderate amount of 
experience, as she was going into her fifth year of teaching. Finally, Liam was the only male 
in the original pool. He teaches high school English. High school was the most common level 
taught, with five of the seven participants in the original pool teaching at the high school 
level. The participants all currently teach in public schools and have done so throughout their 
careers. Of the three, Liam is the only one that has changed schools over the course of his 
career, but has been at his current school for several years at this point. Table 5 provides 



























Free and Reduced 
Lunch: 50% 
 
Fully Licensed: 94% 
 
1-3 Yrs Experience: 21% 
 
4-10 Yrs Experience: 36% 
 
10+ Yrs Experience: 44% 
 
Fully Licensed: 98% 
 
1-3 Yrs Experience: 22% 
 
4-10 Yrs Experience: 31% 
 














Free and Reduced 
Lunch: 80% 
 
Fully Licensed: 92% 
 
0-3 Yrs Experience: 62% 
 
4-10 Yrs Experience: 18% 
 
10+ Yrs Experience: 20% 
 
Fully Licensed: 96% 
 
0-3 Yrs Experience: 33% 
 
4-10 Yrs Experience: 25% 
 












Free and Reduced 
Lunch: 45% 
 
Fully Licensed: 93% 
 
1-3 Yrs Experience: 32% 
 
4-10 Yrs Experience: 25% 
 
10+ Yrs Experience: 43% 
 
Fully Licensed: 97% 
 
1-3 Yrs Experience: 18% 
 
4-10 Yrs Experience: 28% 
 
10+ Yrs Experience: 54% 
 
* All demographics are approximations. Participants gave no indications that the student 
demographics in their own classes differ significantly from the school as a whole.  
** Figures for district level represent average percentages for schools at that level (e.g. 
elementary, middle, or high).  
Here I introduce the participants individually. I draw these descriptions largely from 
their individual case narratives (Appendices F, G, H) in order to build a picture in the 






 Charlotte. Charlotte was in her mid-20s and was in the summer after her 2nd year of 
teaching 5th grade when I met her for the first time to conduct our first interview. She is a 
woman, cis-gender, and heterosexual. Charlotte teaches social studies and language arts, 
which she loves, though her 2nd year of teaching was much more challenging than her first 
and she was grateful for the bit of respite and recuperation that the summer was offering her. 
My interviews with Charlotte took place in her home, as small apartment in Douglass. We 
spread out our large paper timeline on her blond wooden coffee table, which she made 
herself with help from her sister. Our interviews were peppered with talk to her cat, Silvester, 
who often came to visit with us and tried to get our attention as we talked. We sat side by 
side on the couch, regularly with hot tea freshly made for the occasion. As Charlotte talked, 
especially about learning how to do new things in her teaching practice, her face lit up and 
her voice filled with excitement. When discussing new techniques for engaging students in 
discussions or new approaches to old content, the energy and anticipation in her voice were 
almost palpable. Like all of the participants, Charlotte is White. When asked about the ethnic 
or cultural background of her parents, Charlotte initially referenced a genealogy project she 
did in college, listing “German, French and English and then Scotch-Irish” (Charlotte, 
Interview 1), but then quickly added, “They’re all White….They’re all very White” 
(Charlotte, Interview 1). Charlotte was born in Douglass but moved to Burke City early in 
her life and grew up there. She and her family moved to Burke City into a house that her 
parents paid to have built before she was five. She doesn’t remember much about the time 
before she moved to Burke City, but does remember visiting the building site with her 
mother, the skeleton of the house under construction and the flat tires that her mother’s car 





being fortunate that her mother was able to take time off from her professional job, shifting 
to weekend work, when Charlotte and her siblings were young in order to spend more time 
with them. With two parents holding stable, professional jobs, growing up in a house that her 
parents built, and attending a private K-8 school, Charlotte’s background is decidedly 
middle-class. She and her parents have attended the same non-denominational Christian 
church since Charlotte was a little girl. She is taller than I am, probably around five feet eight 
inches, with dark hair and a kind, round face. From our first meeting, our conversation 
flowed warmly and we talked like old friends. 
 Liam. Unlike most of the other participants who chose to have me interview them in 
their homes, Liam preferred that we meet at the local public library in Douglass. He 
described his house as being “horrible for distractions,” though after our first interview he 
did invite me to visit his house for a brief look at his wife’s garden. Which branch of the 
library we met at depended on the availability of the study rooms. Before our first meeting, 
Liam sent me a text to confirm our meeting time and location. In the same text message, he 
described himself as “eager and reticent, fascinated and terrified” and told me that he would 
be the “guy in the red shirt and funky socks who clearly didn’t realize exactly how short a #2 
haircut was going to be.” From our brief email and text exchanges prior to our meeting, I 
began to anticipate that Liam would have a quick wit and a propensity toward truthfulness, 
even when it was somewhat uncomfortable for him; he did not disappoint.  
Though the library branches varied from interview to interview, the rooms were 
nearly all the same. The rooms were large, with one clear glass wall that looked out into the 
rest of the library and a wall of windows on the other side that usually looked out on trees. 





construction set out in front of us. Liam wore a red shirt to every interview, a choice he made 
for the summer in order to show perpetual support to the Red4Ed campaign, in which 
teacher-activists wear red shirts on Wednesdays to show support for public schools. True to 
his description, Liam has short brown hair that appears to have been recently trimmed. He is 
a White man in his mid-40s. He has an unassuming, medium build, and wears his facial hair 
in a short beard that has some patches of grey. He is a self-identified cis-gender, heterosexual 
man. Liam has been teaching for over 20 years, with high school English being the main 
focus. He was somewhat reserved to start, but the more time we spent together, the more 
quickly our conversation flowed and the more I got to see of his smile and sense of humor. 
Liam did not shy away from difficult topics, even in our first interview. His face was 
expressive, and his mood tended more towards serious and matter-of-fact, but was 
increasingly sprinkled with moments of humor and warmth as we got to know each other.  
Penelope. Penelope is a math teacher at a public middle school in Douglass. She was 
out of school for the summer and starting to prepare for her 5th year of full-time teaching 
when I met her in sweltering July. When I arrived at Penelope’s apartment, I could hear the 
excited barking of her dog, Joshua. She opened the door and I saw dozens of boxes stacked 
atop one another lining one wall of her living room, nearly blocking the way in. The boxes 
represent the content of her classroom, stored here in her apartment over the summer until 
she was able to return them to school. Penelope offered me coffee, which I gratefully 
accepted. She seemed nervous, but excited, talking fast and moving quickly around the small 
kitchen/dining room; with her slight build and swift manner, she reminded me a bit of a 
humming bird. Her energy was almost electric. I was enthusiastic, too, but tried to maintain a 





When I asked Penelope about her family’s ethnic or cultural background, she 
explained that her mom’s side of the family is half Scottish and half Irish. Her mother 
remains connected to that heritage, and shared that connection with Penelope while she was 
growing up, hanging a copy of their family crest in the house and watching Irish movies with 
Penelope and her brother. Her father’s side was Jewish, which she felt equally connected to 
growing up. For her parents, and ultimately for Penelope, the Jewish connection was cultural, 
rather than religious. She grew up from around age three or four in Burke City. Her parents 
still live in the house in which she and her brother grew up; it is in a well-established, 
modest, middle-class neighborhood. She identifies as a gay woman, but didn’t come out as 
gay until she was in college. Now she is proudly out in all aspects of her life, including to the 
students that she teaches. She jokes that she is fairly readily identifiable as gay by her haircut, 
which is a funky short cut, kind of edgy, but also quite fashionable.  
We settled into her living room area, flanked on one side by that wall of boxes. I sat 
beside her on the couch so that we could work together on the timeline and both see it from a 
shared orientation. I did all of the writing on the timeline while Penelope sat back and talked. 
Her parents had recently started working on decluttering their house, so Penelope had a large 
Rubbermaid tote full of her keepsakes which were in Penelope’s possession as they were no 
longer welcome at her parents’ house. Every now and then, as we talked, Penelope got up 
and quickly rummaged through the tote to locate pictures or a scrapbook, providing faces and 
settings for the people and places we talked about. Her dog, Joshua, is a tiny dog, topping out 
at probably 8 pounds soaking wet. He features fairly heavily in our transcripts, as Penelope 





Notwithstanding their differences, including their personalities, their family lives, and 
the grade levels and subjects that they teach, all three of these teachers fit the broad mold for 
the majority of public school teachers in the United States: they are all middle-class and 
White. As such, Charlotte, Liam, and Penelope are ideal cases for study as they are grounded 
in those positionalities, which are both most common and dominant (as discussed in Chapter 
1) in our teaching force and the culture of our schooling system on the whole.  
Data Analysis 
 In qualitative research the data collection and analytic processes are intertwined, with 
data analysis representing an ongoing activity that begins with collection of initial data and 
continues through the conclusion of data collection and beyond (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). 
Miles and Huberman’s (1994) Qualitative Data Analysis: An Expanded Sourcebook guided 
the analyses conducted in this study. Miles and Huberman (1994) explain that analysis within 
qualitative work consists of three concurrent and mutually informative flows of activity: data 
reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing/verification. Data reduction is the “process 
of selecting, focusing, simplifying, abstracting, and transforming the data that appear in 
written up field notes or transcription” (Miles & Huberman 1994, p. 10). Data reduction 
occurs throughout the life of a qualitative study, occurring initially even before data are 
collected when a researcher makes decisions about theoretical or conceptual frameworks, 
what research questions to ask, and the types of data collection procedures to use (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994). Further data reduction occurs when, after data collection begins, 
researchers engage in activities like writing summaries, coding, distilling themes, clustering 





Data displays are visual and organizational tools used to facilitate interpretation of 
data (Miles & Huberman, 1994). There are a variety of approaches to creating qualitative 
data displays including matrices, graphs, charts, and networks. The general impetus for 
creating data displays is to help the researcher see what is happening in the data in order to 
draw conclusions or prompt further analysis. Conclusion drawing and verification is the third 
stream of analysis activity, which recognizes that the process of meaning making from data 
begins as soon as data collection does. Initial conclusions are appropriately treated lightly, 
but are recognized as present, though imprecise and inchoate at first with increasing 
grounding and specificity as data collection and analysis progress (Miles & Huberman, 
1994). The verification process occurs as meanings drawn from data are “tested for their 
plausibility, their sturdiness, their ‘confirmability’—that is, their validity” (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994, p. 11) throughout the data collection and analysis process. The overall 
process of data collection and analysis for this study are represented in Figure 7. These 
processes, including coding and data display, are discussed in detail below.  
Memoing. All analysis processes were documented through the use of analytic 
memos. Glaser (1978) defines a memo as a “write-up of ideas about codes and their 
relationships as they strike the analyst while coding…it can be a sentence, a paragraph or a 
few pages…it exhausts the analyst’s momentary ideation based on data with perhaps a little 
conceptual elaboration”(p. 83-84). As researchers write memos, they go beyond reporting 
data to beginning to tie pieces of data together. Memoing is not restricted to commentary on 
coding, however, and extends to any aspect of the study. Memos are “one of the most useful 
and powerful sense-making tools” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 72) that researchers have 





study, from data collection through final reporting. Memos for this project were used to 
document meaning-making and reflections throughout the processes of data collection and 
analysis, including questions, points of confusion, noticing, tentative conclusions, and 
decisions that were made that shaped the study along the way. In addition to playing a key 
role in the analytic process, memoing also serves as important documentation of research 







Figure 7. Overview of Process of Data Collection and Analysis 
 
Coding. In qualitative research, coding is often used in order to begin to categorize 
and understand data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The process of coding involves the application 
of tags or labels (codes) that assign “units of meaning to the descriptive or inferential 
information compiled during a study” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 56). Qualitative research 
typically produces immense amounts of data, which can include hundreds or thousands of 





rather than numbers. Coding is a strategy used by many qualitative researchers that, when 
applied iteratively and continually throughout data collection and ongoing analysis phases, 
allows for a systematic and purposeful reduction of the data into more “readily analyzable 
units” (Miles &Huberman, 1994, p. 56).  
 Coding in this study was undertaken in an effort to support both the construction of 
narrative cases and a cross-cases thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Initial coding 
for this took a grounded approach, which relied on open, inductive coding of data. Initial 
coding stuck “closely to the data” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 116), and described what was present 
within small “chunks” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 56) of data. This inductive approach to 
thematic analysis is a “bottom up” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.83) approach, contrasting with 
deductive, “top down” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.83) approaches which aim to connect data 
to a pre-existing theory or coding frame. Qualitative data analysis software, MAXQDA, was 
used to apply codes to the data. The process of coding progressed through stages, with initial 
codes successively refined and combined through continual analysis and reduction by 
reorganizing and grouping codes under new parent codes. Table 6 provides examples of a 
chunk of data from each case, an initial code that was applied to each, a parent code (or 
codes) under which the initial code was organized, and the theme within which that chunk of 
data ultimately fell (during the cross-case analysis, discussed in a subsequent section). This 
table illustrates how initial codes tended to be very close to the original data and how, 

































































































2nd grade was the first time I had Black kids in class with me. 
Um, and that was just um, that was just a thing. It was kind of 
a "Hmm. Interesting. They have different colored skin." But I, 
but nothing ... it was certainly something I was aware of, but 
not something that had any immed- any meaning attached to it. 
Uh, and then the very next year was, was uh, when we moved 
to Robinson from Salem. Um, and that was the year that uh, 
that uh, I first met Michael. And he was a, he was a, a good 






























I remember that ... That's a very, very clear point that I'm 
aware of that where, um, you know, I mean, during the trial the 
country was split almost completely along racial lines about 
whether he was guilty or not. Um, and I remember that really 
kind of humbling me and flooring me and just kind of giving 
me a clear understanding of how different the justice system, 
uh, is perceived, um, and to some extent how it works, um, 
differently for people, based on race. Um, you know, the 
Rodney King trial had already happened at that point, and that 





































At the time, especially at that school, I didn't have enough 
experience with individuals outside of my own race and my 







































I do feel like this was a lot of the growth process though, 'cause 
it-- Especially in like the wake of everything that's happening 
about racial tension during that time about the shootings and 
like confederate statues, like this was definitely a lot. 




























































I mean we tried, like, I, we actively do try in DAE to like lift 
up voices of the most marginalized people. That's like always 


















It was just the marriage amendment. That was a huge deal. 
And, like I said, like there were people, lots of people 
protesting at the polls, trying to like physically block us from 
going in to vote. (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1).  
 
For their initial analyses, individual cases were siloed, meaning the codes from each 





meant to allow each case to be understood on its own, without undue influence of the other 
cases. New, inductive codes were generated for each individual case. Throughout the process 
of coding organization and condensation, the original codes were, for the most part, kept and 
simply nested within levels of parent codes. Because each case produced hundreds of 
individual initial codes, those initial codes were sometimes discarded during the process if 
they proved to be duplicates of a code already in use for that case. By preserving the original 
codings, I was able to zoom in and out of various layers of analysis, down to the raw data. 
The use of qualitative data analysis software in this way ensured that I was able, at every 
level of organization and condensation, to quickly check against the raw data to guard against 
unverified conclusions (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  
Visual data display: Time-ordered matrices. Following the initial coding and one 
or two rounds of organization and condensation, a visual data display in the form of a time-
ordered matrix was constructed for each participant. Miles and Huberman (1994) describe a 
wide variety of data display approaches (e.g. matrices, networks, graphs, and charts) that are 
used by qualitative researchers to aid in analysis and interpretation of data. Because the focus 
of this study is on tracing the development of paths of critical consciousness across 
participants’ life histories and the creation of timelines played a central role in the elicitation 
of interview data, I utilized a time-ordered display approach to organizing the visual display 
of the data for each participant’s case. Time-ordered displays are a major family of 
descriptive displays which order data by time and sequence, enabling the researcher to 
maintain the historical chronological flow and to gain perspective on “what led to what, and 
when” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 110). While the narratives that are drawn out during the 





participant’s path, time-ordered displays served to facilitate analysis by supporting the 
“sorting out of the different domains of events, preserving the sequence, showing the salience 
or significance of preceding events for following events” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p.111).  
This type of visual display allowed for distilling and organizing significant elements within 
each participant’s history. The matrices11 were created by assigning major coding categories 
(i.e. top level parent codes from each participant’s rounds of coding, code organization, and 
code condensation) to rows within the matrix (x-axis); the years of the participant’s life were 
assigned columns (y-axis). I then sorted through the data and sub-codes within each major 
coding category and entered summaries or notes about the correspondent events and 
experiences into the matrix. The construction of the matrix for each case helped me to 
understand how various elements of each participant’s paths interacted and impacted her/his 
critical consciousness development. They were useful tools in constructing the individual 
case narratives and in supporting my understanding during the cross-case analysis.  
Cross-case analysis: Developing themes. The cross-case analysis built from the 
individual case analyses. For the cross-case analysis, the major coding categories (i.e. top 
level parent codes from each participant’s individual analysis) were considered across cases 
in search of patterns and relationships. As I reviewed the categories, I regularly moved down 
through the sub-codes and the raw data to ensure that the sense I was making of the coding 
categories remained consistent with the original data. Through the cross-case analysis I 
sought to understand the patterns across cases in terms of the types of experiences that 
impacted participants’ critical consciousness development over their life courses. As such, 
                                                            
11 In order to protect participant confidentiality, I have elected not to include an example of a 
time-ordered matrix within this dissertation as the matrices include a variety of personally 





the comparison of major coding categories created additional levels of abstraction that were 
the major themes and sub-themes. These themes and sub-themes constituted the important 
factors that impacted participants’ critical consciousness development over their life courses. 
For example, as is illustrated in Table 6 (above), each participant’s individual analysis 
included codes for environments that were variously supportive or unsupportive of their 
critical consciousness development. Individual analyses also included codes for specific 
broader contextual factors and events. At the cross-cases analysis, through a higher level of 
abstraction I was able to organize those environment and broader context factor codes into 
the theme Context. This process mirrored the process of code organization and condensation 
employed in the analysis of the individual cases. In all, five major themes were created 
through the cross-case analysis: Motivators, Context, Influencers, Resources, and 
Mechanisms. These themes are discussed in detail in the findings presented in Chapter 4.  
Trustworthiness 
 Many qualitative scholars have challenged the translation of traditional criteria for 
soundness of quantitative research, reliability, validity, objectivity and generalizability, to 
qualitative research (e.g. Marshall & Rossman, 2016, Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Lather, 1993; 
2001; Cho & Trent, 2006). Instead, alternative criteria for determining soundness of design in 
qualitative research were proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985), which include credibility, 
dependability, confirmability, and transferability. Credibility represents the “truth value” 
(Guba, 1981, p. 79) of the research. Dependability and confirmability are closely related 
elements, with dependability representing the “consistency” (Guba, 1981, p. 81) of the 
findings, which does not require invariance, but rather seeks trackable variance, or variance 





“neutrality” (Guba, 1981, p. 81), represents the extent to which the findings can be confirmed 
to be primarily a result of the data collected rather than primarily the result of researcher 
agenda or bias. Lastly, transferability parallels the quantitative concepts of external validity 
or generalizability, representing the degree to which the results of qualitative research is 
considered relevant or generalizable to other settings. Because of the significance of context 
and situational uniqueness to qualitative research (Guba, 1981), this criterion is largely 
established through the use of “thick description “(Geertz, 1973). The extent to which a 
research study meets these criteria contributes to the overall “trustworthiness” (Guba, 1981) 
of the study.  
Trustworthiness in this study was established through a variety of strategies. Though 
data were restricted sources that are all in some way self-report, the use of multiple, intensive 
interviews allowed for reflection, revisiting, and corroboration of each person’s life history at 
multiple time points, thus providing an element of confirmation and thereby addressing the 
credibility criterion. Additionally, interview data was often supported by artifacts that 
participants provided, the timelines that they constructed, and their responses to the ICVSE 
screening instrument. The use of multiple interviews alongside timeline construction and 
artifact collection also bolstered my ability to incorporate “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) 
into each one of the case studies. “Thick description” describes activity thoroughly, situating 
it within a detailed description of cultural context which supports culturally situated 
interpretation. This strengthens the transferability of the work by providing readers with 
detailed description of each case to support their abilities to judge the appropriate 





 Member-checking was also conducted by providing participants the opportunity to 
read and comment on their individual case write-ups. All three participants were provided 
full-drafts of their case narratives on which to comment. All three participants provided 
feedback on the case narratives. They all reported that the analysis presented in the case 
narrative was accurate. Liam, in particular, wrote a very heartfelt email sharing his 
appreciation for how well he felt that I captured him and his story in the narrative. The 
minimal requests for changes that were provided by the participants focused mainly on a 
handful of points in which they requested further masking of specific details that they 
thought might be personally identifying. Those changes were made per participants’ requests.  
Confirmability and dependability of the research were also supported through the use 
of two peer reviewers with qualitative research experience. I provided these reviewers with 
an exercise in which they were given descriptions of the themes and groups of sampled data 
(Appendix J). The reviewers were asked to match the themes to the provided groups of data 
and to comment on any data or themes that they had questions or concerns about. In order to 
increase the rigor of the process, I included three erroneous pieces of data (i.e. pieces of data 
that were placed in the wrong groupings). Both reviewers matched all of the groupings with 
the appropriate themes. Additionally, the first reviewer noted all three erroneous pieces of 
data and commented with a suggestion of the correct theme for that piece of data. The second 
reviewer caught two of the three pieces of erroneous data. This process served as a level of 
verification of the alignment of themes with the data.  
Ethics and Participant Protections 
 Marshall and Rossman (2016) explain that trustworthiness and ethics are intertwined, 





by how competently it is designed but also by the stipulated plan for how the researcher will 
be ethically engaged”(p. 50). Ethical research hinges first and foremost on pursuing 
appropriate informed consent for the type of research being conducted. Before any 
recruitment or data collection began, I received approval from the Institutional Review Board 
(IRB) at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. The research was conducted 
pursuant to the descriptions provided to the IRB and appropriate informed consent was 
obtained from each participant prior to engaging in any data collection. I worked to ensure 
that participants understood what their consent to participate meant in terms of their 
involvement and the intended use of the data to be collected through clear communication 
with participants about the aims and scope of the research, by providing opportunities for 
asking and answering questions, and by providing transparency of process. 
Additionally, this type of research had potential emotional risks for participants. It is 
the responsibility of the researcher to anticipate and mitigate all manner of risks for 
participants to the extent possible. The very nature of life history research requires a focus on 
significant life events. These events may be positive, happy, and thought provoking, but they 
may also involve revisiting traumatic events. Initial attention must be given, therefore, to 
ensuring that participants are aware of the potential risk of emotional discomfort associated 
with this type of work during the consent process. Additionally, because this work focuses on 
the development of critical consciousness over time, it provoked participants to engage with 
sensitive topics, such as race, that were, or at some point in the past may have been, 
uncomfortable for them. Further, as Charmaz (2014, p. 68) points out, consent goes beyond 
the initial signing of a consent document, and extends to the researcher’s ethical commitment 





before pursuing or continuing with distressing or potentially distressing lines of questioning. 
In pursuing this work, I ensured that participants were fully informed of the potential risk of 
emotional distress that was associated with this work, and actively attended to verbal and 
non-verbal cues of distress or discomfort throughout the interview process. When I sensed 
participants becoming upset or uncomfortable with a line of questioning, I asked them if they 
would prefer to stop or take a break. Participants were also reminded at the beginning of each 
interview, and throughout interviewing when there was is any indication of distress, that their 
participation is always completely voluntary and that they could stop or skip questions at any 
time.  
Finally, participants’ anonymity has been protected throughout the study and data has 
been stored securely, on a password protected, secured server hosted by UNC- Chapel Hill. 
Physical data, such as the participants’ timelines or potential artifacts, were photographed or 
scanned and stored on the same secured server. The physical items were held in a locked 
office. Though it is likely that, given the depth and intricacies of each case, that individual 
participants will be able to identify themselves in the final written product, measures have 











CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 
 In this chapter, I present the findings of the cross-case analysis of Liam, Charlotte, 
and Penelope12, described in Chapter 3. Through these findings, I answer the research 
questions posed in Chapter 2: 
How do participants describe their paths of critical consciousness?  
a. What experiences do participants view as significant to their paths of 
critical consciousness?  
b. How do participants describe how their paths of critical consciousness 
came to intersect with how they think about education? 
This chapter focuses on the five major themes distilled as significant across all three cases. 
Individual case narratives, which capture the mostly chronological unfolding of each 
participant’s path of critical consciousness across her/his life course, are included in 
Appendices F, G, and H. The case narratives are fittingly extensive, allowing readers to gain 
a fuller sense of each participant and how the various experiences of her/his life have come to 
shape how she/he thinks in critically conscious ways about the world and education. I have 
drawn heavily from these narratives in the construction of this chapter. I encourage readers to 
look to the full narratives for broader contextualization of the major themes described herein. 
The richness of these case narratives gave me pause, making me nervous to present the 
themes discussed herein as detached from the broader stories. I feared that too much would 
be lost in the separation. Ultimately, I concluded, however, that it is important to present 
                                                            






clearly the elements that tied these narratives together; this presentation provides explicit 
comparisons among cases and explores some of the nuances across cases within each theme. 
These major themes provide a framework that enhances our understanding of the kinds of 
experiences and factors that have impacted these participants’ paths of critical consciousness.  
 For each theme, I provide an explanation of the theme and use examples to illustrate 
some instances of how that theme was present within each case. Almost all themes include 
sub-categories; not all sub-categories were present for all participants. These distinctions are 
made clear within the description of each. It is difficult to dissect apart participants’ broader 
critical consciousness development from their critical consciousness development 
specifically with respect to education; the two are entwined throughout. Therefore, the 
responses to the guiding research questions are interwoven throughout the explanations of the 
themes.  The themes collectively answer the overarching research question and first sub-
question, describing participants’ broad paths of critical consciousness and the types of 
experiences that were significant to them.  The second sub-question narrows the focus to 
connecting participants’ critical consciousness with their thinking about education. I explain, 
where appropriate, which elements of the themes were particularly salient with respect to 
participants’ critical consciousness and education.   
Describing Participants’ Paths: Significant Themes 
The themes discussed in this chapter were the result of extensive inductive analysis. I 
emphasize inductive here to make clear that these findings are not the result of application of 
an a priori coding scheme, nor was the data pushed to fit a pre-determined conceptual or 
theoretical framework. I worked diligently to ensure that I let each person’s life history speak 





codes per person, I reorganized and distilled them down within each case to categories that 
allowed me to get a grasp on each individual case narrative. After constructing the case 
narratives, I returned to the categories to consider what themes might be significant across all 
three cases. As I suspected, though the participants themselves, their backgrounds, their 
teaching fields, their personalities, and home experiences were widely varied, their 
experiences shared fundamental elements. Ultimately, as is appropriate for a life-history 
project with narrative-undertones, the themes more or less boil down to the matter of who, 
what, when, where, why, and how. These elements, referred to in the field of journalism as 
the five W’s and an H, help to capture the elements and experiences of each participants’ life 
course that have been significant toward their paths of critical consciousness. Participants 
describe their paths of critical consciousness in terms of motivators, context, influencers, 
resources, and mechanisms.  The first theme that I discuss, Motivators, provides glimpses 
into the “why” for each participant.  Context, or the “when” and “where” on each 
participants’ path, includes both broader contextual factors and smaller, more localized 
environments that were influential. Influencers, the “who” of their stories, include the people 
that sometimes intentionally and sometimes not so, impacted the participants’ thinking about 
and awareness of social inequity. Resources constitute the “what” and includes elements like 
books, articles, videos and words that served as supports along each participant’s path. 
Finally, Mechanisms, or the “how,” speaks directly to the processes that have contributed to 
each participant’s path of critical consciousness development. Many of these Mechanisms 
can be seen woven throughout other themes, as the means through which the participant 
interacts with the other influential elements, like Influencers and Resources. For the sake of 





true to form. Through this organization, we gain in the way of comprehensibility, but we lose 
the true way in which these elements were intertwined along participants’ paths. I urge the 
reader to keep this in mind and to examine the full narratives (Appendices F, G, and H) to get 
a fuller sense of the interweaving of the themes throughout participants lives.  
Finally, throughout my discussion of the themes, I regularly refer to various axes of 
oppression, including race, gender, sexual orientation, and class. As discussed in Chapter 2, 
an intersectional perspective frames this work. An intersectional perspective considers 
oppression at the intersections and interactions of socially constructed categories, such as 
race, class, gender, and sexual orientation.  The interviews were designed to engage 
participants in talking about their thinking about inequity broadly and specifically with 
respect to those axes of oppression.  When I refer to them throughout the themes, I most 
commonly reference racism, sexism, sexual orientation discrimination/homophobia, and 
socioeconomic inequity/classism. As these terms arise, I include footnotes to review how 
those terms are defined in order to support clarity of interpretation throughout.  
Motivators: Why 
A seemingly obvious question about participants’ paths of critical consciousness is 
“why?” The development of critical consciousness is undoubtedly a laborious and 
emotionally intense process (See Case Narratives in Appendices F, G, and H). It requires 
commitment, time, and often discomfort. It requires putting one’s self “out there,” making 
mistakes, and getting corrected. A fundamental concern, therefore, is: Why would anyone 
who is not forced to deal directly with issues of inequity, choose to do so anyway? In the 
cases of Charlotte, Liam, and Penelope, each participant has her or his own motivations for 





rationales, commitments, beliefs, and passions that undergird each participant’s path of 
critical consciousness. Each participant’s motivations are unique; the examination across 
cases identifies where they converge and diverge.  
Charlotte: God Loves Everyone and Fights Against Injustice 
Charlotte’s Christian faith is a cornerstone of her life. Charlotte and her family are 
Christian, but do not prescribe to a particular denomination. Christianity and being involved 
in church are constants that run through from infancy to present day. The church that 
Charlotte and her family have been members of was just getting started when Charlotte was 
born. As she grew up, the church grew along with her. Some beliefs that originated, for her, 
in her church (such as the belief that marriage is defined Biblically as a union only between a 
man and a woman) were an early hindrance to her critical consciousness development. More 
significant to Charlotte’s path, however, was her deeply held conviction that “God loves 
everyone” (Charlotte, Interview 2). This emphasis on God’s love for everyone, Jesus’s love, 
and the responsibility that Charlotte feels, as a Christian, for sharing that love appears to 
provide a drive across Charlotte’s life towards caring for and about others.  
As Charlotte moved into college, she came to see her faith as necessarily tied to 
issues of social justice. She started to consider her long held sentiment that she was to “love 
everyone no matter what” (Charlotte, Interview 1) explicitly in light of race and gender 
issues. Through her involvement with Campus Cross Connection (a Christian organization at 
her college, discussed later), she became aware that “people are feeling neglected in the 
church because of their race” (Charlotte, Interview 2). For Charlotte, the requirement to “love 
everyone” extended to actively engaging with and addressing issues of racial and gender 





For me, my faith has been an asset to everything that I’ve gone through and 
everything that I’ve kind of experienced, and I found that it’s something that has 
increased my understanding of how much injustice is something that, you know, God 
fights against, too. And like He cries out for His, His kids that are experiencing these 
injustices. (Charlotte, Interview 4) 
 
Contrasting her experience with many who find their Christian faith to be in conflict with 
how they come to think about issues of social justice, Charlotte explains that her learning 
about social justice has reinforced her faith, saying “God has walked me through a lot of this. 
Jesus came specifically to have conversations and to love on people that were different from 
Him, and like how important that is” (Charlotte, Interview 4). These convictions motivate 
Charlotte to listen carefully, care deeply, and engage seriously with issues of inequity.  
Charlotte firmly believes that God has provided her with experiences and people in 
her life that have led her down this path and continue to propel her forward in growth and 
understanding. Her Christian faith and devotion to showing love to others and fighting 
against injustice, as God does, drive her continued commitment to both teaching and 
advancing her own understanding of issues of inequity.  
Liam: Connecting Beliefs and Action 
Like Charlotte, Liam and his family were part of a non-denominational, Christian 
faith community, New Life, from very early on in his life. Unlike Charlotte, however, Liam 
and his family chose to leave New Life when Liam was in high school. The hypocrisy and 
corruption prevalent among the organization’s leadership ultimately motivated Liam’s family 
and many others to break ties with New Life. When I ask for specifics, he names sexual 
infidelity and embezzlement, but he emphasizes that for him, the real issue was the 
hypocrisy. He simply could not tolerate the dogmatic approach that those in leadership took 





didn’t live up to those expectations. For a short period after that, Liam’s family and other ex-
New Life congregants continued to hold their own independent studies of scripture. 
However, Liam explains that, “Ultimately, I found that approach to be lacking in outreach. I 
mean it’s the classic thing of studying all you want in the book. If you don’t take it and apply 
it elsewhere, what good is it?”(Liam, Interview 1).  
His critique, in both of these instances, of the lack of connection between beliefs and 
action is a significant and persistent idea throughout Liam’s life. As is clear in these 
instances, Liam is not satisfied with simply holding a belief in theory or on principle, but 
feels that it needs to be tested and applied.  
Liam’s firm belief in connecting beliefs and action has also played a role in 
connecting his critical consciousness with his thinking about education and practice as a 
teacher. Liam is not satisfied with the idea of students simply being aware of or 
understanding issues of inequity, they must be empowered to do something about them; 
action and awareness are fundamentally intertwined. First he explains this in terms of 
Christian scripture saying, “Faith without deeds is dead” (Liam, Interview 4), but then he 
rephrases into more secular and colloquial terms saying, “Talk is cheap” (Liam, Interview 4). 
This moral commitment to connecting beliefs and action has been evident throughout Liam’s 
life and continues to be an important part of his path of critical consciousness development 
and the ways in which he connects his critical consciousness to his teaching.  
Penelope: Right and Wrong, Doing Something About It 
In contrast to Charlotte and Liam, Penelope did not grow up participating in a faith 
community. Her mother had grown up in a Catholic household, and her father was Jewish. 





that religious space when she was three or four years old. Though later in her life Penelope 
goes on to connect, on a cultural level, with Judaism and her Jewish heritage, religion does 
not play a strong role in motivating Penelope’s critical consciousness development.   
Since she was young, Penelope has always had a strong and clearly delineated sense 
of right and wrong. She tends to see things in terms of black and white, and is only now 
learning to deal with gray areas. She attributes this partly to her sense that she “probably 
should have been diagnosed with something on the spectrum,” (Penelope, Interview 1) 
referring to the autism spectrum and the tendency of those on the autism spectrum towards 
polarized thinking patterns. She references this kind of thinking and the possibility that she is 
on the autism spectrum repeatedly through our interviews. Though she sees it as a driving 
force behind her motivation to address and rectify things she judges to be “wrong,” 
(specifically issues of inequity) it also means that she has to work hard to understand the 
nuances and complexities of issues related to equity.  
Penelope’s strong sense of right and wrong is linked to her equally strong feeling that, 
“If something is wrong, you should try to do something about it” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 
1). She says,  
I’ve always been someone who, if something is wrong, like, we need to do something 
about it, we can’t just talk about it. It’s, it’s weird for me because I see things very 
black and white. Like, either you’re doing something to fix it or you’re not. 
(Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1) 
 
Penelope connects her sense that she can and must take action to try to rectify 
problems in the world to having been surrounded by numerous strong, female role models 
while she was growing up, such has her own mother and the mothers of friends. She refers to 
them as, “empowered women who all worked outside the home and did not take any shit” 





their example. A lot of these women overcame significant obstacles to break into their fields 
and make careers for themselves. She lists one as a first generation college student and 
another who came to the United States as an immigrant and now holds a professorship at a 
prestigious university.  She explains that these women were, 
people who just wanted to do something and they did it. It wasn’t seen as like a 
bootstraps thing. It was just like, if you want something and something is preventing 
you from, from doing it, you need to figure out how to, how to fix that. And not just 
get around it, but like fix it. Because other people might be suffering from the same 
thing.  (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1) 
 
Although even to the present Penelope does not consider herself religious, her 
connection to her Jewish heritage and culture grew significantly as Penelope moved into 
college and chose to connect herself to Jewish spaces. When discussing this motivation 
toward taking action, she recalls a particular passage from the Pirkei Avot (a Jewish text) that 
she encountered through her work at a Jewish summer camp. Penelope recites the passage, 
“It’s not your obligation to finish the work, but neither are you free to desist from it” 
(Penelope, Interview 4). Although Penelope’s connection to Judaism is not a faith-based one, 
this value is connected to her cultural Jewish heritage and reinforces her belief that she has a 
responsibility to do her part of “the work” (Penelope, Interview 4). Penelope’s clear sense of 
right and wrong and strong commitment to taking action together provide the motivation that 
drives her critical consciousness development forward.  
 As we look across the three cases, we can see that motivation for engaging in the hard 
work of critical consciousness development can come from a variety of places. Charlotte is 
an example of motivation drawn directly from her deep and abiding Christian faith, which 
grows from a basic commitment to love to direct engagement with equity as she comes to 





a curious path of stemming from frustration with misalignment between espoused beliefs and 
action on the part of leaders in his faith community. This frustration grows into a strongly 
held moral commitment to consistency between faith and deeds, which drives his continued 
development of critical consciousness and engagement with action throughout his life. 
Finally, Penelope credits her tendency towards polarized thinking for her strong sense of 
right and wrong. In contrast to Liam and Charlotte, she draws her motivation not from 
connection to any faith community, but rather from the models of strong women in her life, 
who instilled in her the responsibility to “do something”(Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1) when 
she senses that something is wrong.  
Context: When and Where 
A second major theme that emerged from the analysis across cases was the importance of 
Context for each participant’s unfolding path of critical consciousness. Context constitutes 
the “when and where” of the participants’ paths and includes both broad contextual factors 
and local contexts or environments. As with all good stories, the setting (or settings) is a 
prominent part of the overall development of the participants’ narratives. As we look across 
the cases, we can see how broad contextual factors, supportive environments, and 
unsupportive environments impacted the critical consciousness development of all three 
participants.  
Broad Contextual Factors  
 Broad contextual factors are events that take place outside of a participant’s 
immediate surroundings that have relevance to her or his developing critical consciousness. 
These broad contextual factors illustrate how current events provided opportunities for 





not necessarily spark awareness on their own, layered atop burgeoning awareness and 
understanding that participants are already developing, they can be fodder for reflection on, 
engagement with, and advancing critical consciousness with respect to specific issues of 
oppression. The contextual factors mentioned by participants throughout the course of the 
interviews were plenty and varied, with some elements overlapping and others not. I provide 
a small selection here to illustrate some of the ways in which these broad contextual factors 
impacted participants’ paths of critical consciousness specifically with regard to racism13  
and sexual orientation discrimination.    
 For all three participants, the #BlackLivesMatter movement, sparked by the murder 
of Trayvon Martin, has been significant, raising their awareness of racism and the lived 
experiences of Black people in the United States. Ahead of the #BlackLivesMatter 
movement, Penelope generally thought about racism in terms of race being a factor that 
makes things more difficult for non-White people, specifically in reference to lack of access 
to educational resources. The media attention to Trayvon Martin14’s murder brought racist 
violence against Black people into Penelope’s awareness. She describes this awareness as, 
“such a huge realization” (Penelope, Interview 3 part 2). The #BlackLivesMatter movement 
that followed brought police violence against Black people into her awareness through both 
mainstream and social media. The #BlackLivesMatter movement resulted in numerous Black 
                                                            
13 Racism is defined as a system of oppression based on racial differences which includes, “Cultural messages 
and institutional policies and practices as well as the beliefs and actions of individuals” (Tatum, 2000, p. 127). 
 
14 Trayvon Martin was a 17 year old, unarmed Black high school student who was shot and killed by George 
Zimmerman, a 28-year old man of mixed racial and ethnic background (Peruvian, Afro-Peruvian and German 
descent). Martin was visiting relatives in a neighborhood in Florida. Zimmerman pursued Martin and later shot 
him after a physical altercation. Zimmerman was not initially charged with a crime, but after a large public 
outcry was charged with murder for Martin’s death. At trial, a jury acquitted him on the grounds of self-defense. 






people sharing their experiences, often through social media, with the rest of the world. The 
proliferation of cell-phone cameras made it possible to film police violence against Black 
people and publicly distribute what cameras captured. These types of posts provided a 
window for Penelope into the current experiences of Black people with violent racism in the 
U.S., often at the hands of law enforcement officers.   
 Charlotte recalls the increasing media coverage of shootings of unarmed Black people 
by both White civilians and police officers and the growing #BlackLivesMatter movement as 
she entered college. At the same time, there were also increasingly heated and publicized 
debates about confederate monuments, an issue that was salient on her university’s campus 
due to its own contentious confederate monument. Charlotte points to these factors as 
contributing to her own growing awareness of issues of race and racism. Having race and 
racism brought into her awareness pushed Charlotte to grapple with these issues as she saw 
them as relevant to many people that she cared about and knew.  
 For Liam, the murder of Trayvon Martin and subsequent #BlackLivesMatter 
movement introduced him to the term “institutional racism” (Liam, Interview 2 Part 2) and 
prompted him to begin discussing that incident, and other incidents of racial injustice, often 
involving law enforcement, with his students. Unlike Charlotte and Penelope, it is important 
to note that Liam identified an earlier onset of his awareness. For example, during Liam’s 
time at college, two significant events that unfolded on the national scene drew a lot of media 
attention and served to advance Liam’s awareness with respect to race. As Liam began 
college, the Rodney King Trial15 was taking place in Los Angeles, California. Later, toward 
                                                            
15 Rodney King was a Black man who was beaten repeatedly by Los Angeles Police Department officers during 
his arrest for allegedly fleeing and evading. A civilian filmed the assault on King and released the footage to a 
local news station. The Rodney King Trial is the phrase commonly used to refer to the trial of the four officers 





the end of his college career, the OJ Simpson Trial16 took place, again in Los Angeles. Both 
incidents were racially polarizing for the nation. In reference to the Simpson trial, Liam 
explains that, 
That’s a very, very clear point that I’m aware of that, where during the trial the 
country was split almost completely along racial lines about whether he was guilty or 
not. Um, and I remember that really kind of humbling me and flooring me and just 
kind of giving me a clear understanding of how different the justice system is 
perceived and to some extent how it works differently for people based on race. 
(Liam, Interview 3 Part 1) 
 
This understanding was built by watching the unfolding of these events in the national media 
and was layered atop the foundational understandings of differences in experience based on 
race that Liam had gained in high school as a result of his friendships with Black peers.  
 The examples discussed in the previous paragraphs illustrate the ways in which 
national events, such as the murder of Trayvon Martin and subsequent #BlackLivesMatter 
movement, were broad contextual factors that raised participants’ awareness and 
understanding of issues of race and racism in the United States. For Penelope, the events 
helped her see the current realities of racist violence perpetuated against Black people. For 
Charlotte, the events increased her awareness of these problems as rooted in racism, and 
spurred her to consider specifically their implications for the lives of people of color in her 
life. For Liam, building on his awareness and understanding of racism that had developed in 
                                                            
failure to convict the officers sparked outrage among African Americans and gave rise to multiple days of riots 
in Los Angeles in 1992, resulting in numerous deaths and injuries.  
 
16 OJ Simpson, a Black former National Football League player, was tried for the double murder of his ex-wife 
and her friend, both White. The trial was a media sensation, with public opinion about the case being largely 
divided along racial lines. Many White people felt that Simpson was guilty of the murders, while many Black 
people believed that Simpson was being framed for the murders by a police force fraught with racism. 






earlier life experiences, the #BlackLivesMatter movement prompted him to begin to engage 
his own students with these and other issues of racial injustice.  
 Additionally, national and state-level debates on same-sex marriage were contextual 
factors that impacted all three participants’ paths with regard to their awareness and 
understanding of sexual orientation discrimination17. Charlotte was still in high school when 
the public debated and ultimately passed by popular vote a state-level constitutional marriage 
amendment. The amendment aimed to legally define marriage as a union only between a man 
and a woman. This national conversation overflowed into the hallways and classrooms of her 
school, as Charlotte found herself exposed to LGBT peers and teachers that would be 
negatively impacted by such an amendment.  
 Penelope, an out gay woman herself, was in college at the time the state legislators 
debated the amendment and put it on the ballot. Penelope held a strong, personal investment 
in fighting the amendment. She recalls driving people to the polls on the day that the 
amendment was up for the vote and having to push her way through crowds of people 
demonstrating in favor of the amendment and trying to prevent her and her fellow students 
from voting. Having grown up in Burke City, which was fairly LGB-friendly, experiencing 
the marriage amendment debate while at her university resulted in Penelope encountering, 
for the first time, people who were “actively anti-LGBT or actively homophobic”(Penelope, 
Interview 3 Part 1).  
                                                            
17 Sexual orientation discrimination and homophobia are terms used, herein, to describe a system of oppression 
based on sexual orientation that includes attitudes, beliefs, practices, and structures. I want to note that though I 
use these terms interchangeably, they do have slightly different definitions and connotations. I use them 
interchangeably because in non-academic settings they are often used as equivalent terms consistent with the 
definition provided. The inclusion of both common terms with participants eased communication. Another term, 
heterosexism, is perhaps more finely tuned to describing a system of oppression based on sexual orientation 
(specifically drawing attention to the marginalization of non-heterosexual orientations). I elected not to use it as 






 For Liam, national and state-level debates over same-sex marriage took place well 
after he had begun teaching. He saw these broader conversations leaking over into his 
classroom with the rise of “That’s so gay” into popular use among American youth as a 
derogatory phrase to describe virtually anything that they did not like or consider cool. Liam, 
in his role as a high school teacher, recalls addressing the derogatory use of the term “gay” 
with his students and making it clear that it was not acceptable in his classes. He came to feel 
that it was his responsibility to make sure that gay students in his classes felt safe and 
welcome there. 
Environments: Antithetical, Unsupportive and Supportive  
 In contrast to broad contextual factors, local contexts (or environments), also played 
an important role in participants’ critical consciousness development. Environments are 
defined here as the participants’ immediate surroundings that impact, either positively or 
negatively, their critical consciousness development. Environments can be physical, 
organizational, or social.  Environments are complex and multifaceted. The people that 
populate them may be diverse or homogeneous with regard to both experience and 
worldview. As multidimensional, environments interacted with participants’ critical 
consciousness development in a variety of ways; analysis revealed that these Environments 
can be supportive of, unsupportive of, a mix of supportive and unsupportive, or even 
antithetical to critical consciousness development.  
 Antithetical and unsupportive environments. All three participants described 
experiencing environments that were antithetical and unsupportive of their critical 
consciousness development. Environments that were antithetical to participants were so by 





awareness of oppression. These antithetical environments suppressed critical consciousness 
development for Liam in the domain of sexual orientation and for Penelope with regard to 
her understanding of oppression of Arab-Israelis in Israel. Unsupportive environments were 
typically characterized by a lack of diversity (racially, socioeconomically, and ideologically), 
which failed to support critical consciousness awareness of social inequity broadly, and 
specifically across domains such as racism, sexism, sexual orientation discrimination, and 
socioeconomic inequity.  
 Antithetical environments. Antithetical environments are environments that actively 
prohibit awareness of oppression or actively promote oppressive stances. The environments 
described by Liam and Penelope are exemplars of antithetical environments. As discussed 
previously, Liam and his family were involved for much of his early life in a faith 
community called New Life. Liam describes New Life as, “Laid back Christianity, but it was 
also very dogmatic” (Liam, Interview 1). Liam’s family was quite involved in New Life, 
attending weekly services and summer retreats with others in the broader New Life 
community. This environment was antithetical to Liam’s critical consciousness development 
with regard to sexual orientation, as the New Life community held beliefs that were 
“incredibly homophobic” (Liam, Interview 1). Beyond simply naming homosexuality as a 
sin, New Life included an anti-gay culture that actively ridiculed homosexuality. Liam recalls 
hearing a recording of a song played at New Life gatherings, 
It was like a, it was a parody of ‘Coward of the County’ [A song by Kenny Rogers], 
but it was ‘Homo of the County.’ One of the famous people within, one of the famous 
musicians within the group would perform it and everybody would laugh and I used 
to think it was hilarious. And it was filled with all the stereotypes and everything. 






Liam embraced much of the dogma of the group, in particular the teachings about 
homosexuality, even past his own family’s leaving New Life after his sophomore year of 
high school. New Life, therefore, was antithetical to critical consciousness development 
because the environment actively promoted an oppressive stance.  
 Penelope’s experience of an antithetical environment occurred on her Birthright18 trip 
to Israel early on in college. Prior to going on the trip, Penelope knew very little about Israel 
and the conflict between Israel and Palestine. The environment afforded on this particular trip 
did not support Penelope’s critical consciousness development in this area. She says, “I was 
for sure brainwashed while I was there. Drank all the Kool-Aid. Came back ready to fight for 
the motherland” (Penelope, Interview 2). Here she is referring to the pro-Israel messaging 
that proliferated the trip. She explains that Birthright is purposefully structured so that the 
Jews who go on the trip do not have experiences that might make them aware of the 
oppression that Palestinians are facing at the hands of Israel. In this way, the Birthright trip 
was antithetical because of the intentional attempt to prohibit awareness of oppression.  
 Unsupportive environments. More common than antithetical environments, however, 
were unsupportive environments. Unsupportive environments are environments that did not 
support the development of critical consciousness. The most common unsupportive 
environments described by participants were those that lacked diversity, particularly racial 
diversity. In his early years, Liam and his parents lived in a small town, Cedarburg, in the 
mid-west that was virtually all White. The only racially minoritized people that Liam 
                                                            
18 Birthright Israel is a not-for-profit organization that provides free ten-day trips to Israel for 





encountered prior to second grade were the few Native Americans who lived in the local 
area. Liam describes being aware of their presence only marginally, explaining,  
There was really very little experience with any kind of diversity. We didn’t interact 
with the, uh, the Indian families, as we called them. Um, you know, we were- were 
aware of the, they were kind of, separate and- and interesting, fascinating, there was 
no fear or- or dis-…nothing negative that I can remember, (Liam, Interview 1) 
 
 Lack of racial diversity in this environment meant that Liam had little cause to think about 
or become aware of issues of racial inequity.  
 Similarly, Charlotte’s schooling experience from kindergarten through 8th grade did 
little, if anything, for growing Charlotte’s awareness of social inequity. The private, Christian 
school that Charlotte attended was overwhelmingly White, with only one or two students of 
color per class, and almost exclusively students from middle-class or affluent families. The 
school was also Christian and, therefore, the religious background of the faculty and students 
also overwhelmingly aligned with that of Charlotte’s family. Taking these factors into 
consideration, a picture of how Charlotte’s social exposure during most of her life from birth 
through 8th grade was largely homogenous and consistent with her own home background 
emerges. Coming through this period of her life, Charlotte explains that she was largely 
unaware of how her family’s social position impacted her life. Though she now realizes that 
circumstances like never having to worry about where her meals were coming from or how 
to get to school were privileges afforded to her by her family’s social status, she explains, “I 
think during that time period I was in that naiveté like lull. I didn’t know that I didn’t have to 
worry about things other people had to worry about” (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 2). She 
explains, “I think that during that time period it was, I was also around people that were 





(Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1). Here she connects her lack of awareness of social inequity 
early in her life directly to the homogeneity of her environment.  
 Penelope describes the college she attended, B.T. Rustin University, as an 
environment that did little, if anything, to advance her critical consciousness development. 
B.T. Rustin University is a highly regarded, predominantly White, private university in her 
home state, situated in the southeastern U.S..  At the time of Penelope’s attendance it was the 
most prestigious school to which she was accepted that also participated in a highly regarded 
program to prepare prospective teachers. Knowing of its prestige, her parents urged Penelope 
to attend.  Penelope was happy to attend B.T. Rustin at first, but grew increasingly 
uncomfortable with the social environment as her own awareness of equity issues grew and 
contrasted starkly with her classmates’ lack thereof. Her classmates, by and large, showed 
little awareness, concern or interest in issues of equity. She explains, “the last couple years it 
became much more and more obvious how much of a PWI [predominantly White institution] 
it was and how it was super unsupportive to anyone who wasn’t, really wasn’t White, in a 
sorority or fraternity, and Christian and straight” (Penelope, Interview 4). Consistent with the 
overall environment at Rustin, Penelope’s education program also did little to support her 
critical consciousness development. She describes the education program as having a student 
population that was almost all White women, most of whom were from the South. The 
faculty was no more diverse, with the majority of the faculty made up of older White women. 
Her overall impression of the program was that, “they’re literally just preparing us to teach 
rich white kids” (Penelope, Interview 2). This realization started to dawn on her during her 








time teaching in her own classroom. She realized that the program did little to prepare her for 
the realities of teaching students whose lives were impacted by the challenges of 
marginalization. 
Mixed environments: Supportive in some ways, not in others. It is important to 
include explanation of mixed environments separately, because they highlight the ways in 
which environments are often not either/or propositions, either supportive or not, but rather 
can be supportive of critical consciousness in some respects and not in others. As mentioned 
above, environments are complex and multi-faceted. The examples provided in this section 
illustrate how an environment can promote awareness of particular social issues, such as the 
environment and war, but not others, such as racism, as was Liam’s case in college.  Or, as is 
the case with Penelope, an environment can promote awareness of an issue such as racism to 
an extent, while also limiting that understanding by framing that issue as one of the past, not 
the present.  Liam and Penelope each identified environments that were supportive of critical 
consciousness development in some ways and not supportive in others. In contrast, Charlotte 
identified environments that were either supportive or unsupportive, but not mixed.  
 The university Liam attended for undergraduate, a PWI, provided an environment 
that in some ways supported his critical consciousness development and in other ways did 
not. Liam describes college as a “kind of lagoon and a safe space for developing,” (Liam, 
Interview 2 Part 2) that freed him (and his peers) from many day-to-day concerns and, 
thereby, afforded him privilege of the time and space to engage with broader social issues. In 










Washington, DC in opposition to the Gulf War. His friends were largely drawn from an 
alternative college program (housed within the larger university) to which he belonged; this 
program had a “crunchy, hippy, granola reputation” (Liam, Interview 2 Part 1), and tended to 
attract students with more progressive and alternative viewpoints.  This environment and 
peer group pushed him to be more aware and active with regard to matters of the 
environment, war, gender, and political action; however, it did nothing to advance his critical 
consciousness development with regard to race and racism. As a predominantly White 
institution, his college environment included very little racial diversity. Liam contrasts his 
college with his peer group in high school, which included many Black peers and provided 
numerous occasions where they explicitly discussed issues of race and racism. In college, 
however, Liam views there as having been less in the immediate environment, due to the lack 
of racial diversity, to advance his own awareness and understanding of race and racism.  
 Penelope discusses her hometown Burke City, and the public schools that she 
attended there, as an environment that both supported and hindered her critical consciousness 
development. She explains, “Like Burke City, was very much like, ‘Everyone’s different and 
unique and special.’ So we were just kind of used to that rhetoric and were- ‘oh well, if 
someone’s Black, it’s just something that makes them unique and special’” (Penelope, 
Interview 1). She describes Burke City’s flavor of progressivism as a combination of race 
awareness, colorblindness, and acknowledgment of racism as an important part of the past, 
but not the present. While Penelope makes no mention of a specifically interpersonal focus 
on racism in Burke City, she does explain that important elements of the civil rights 
movement, such as the labor organizing that undergirded it, were completely excluded from 





schools as, “an inevitable part of history” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2). She explains, “You 
know, like, ‘It was supposed to happen this way. It’s over. Now we get to celebrate these 
people’. But, no information on like, how it was orchestrated or the labor movement that was 
involved” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2).  This failure to address the organizing work that 
was required for policy change masks the systemic nature of racism.  Race was treated as an 
important part of who human beings are as individuals. The focus on unique individuals 
aligns with the dominant cultural value in the United States of individualism. Ultimately, 
these factors converged to provide her with a basic level of awareness of racial inequity, but 
still a skewed perception that racism (at least racism at its worst) was an atrocity of the past. 
Insofar as sexual orientation was concerned in Burke City, Penelope recalls having the sense 
that, despite still being somewhat taboo, the community generally accepted those who were 
gay.  She had friends come out as gay in high school, and did not recall experiencing overtly 
homophobic people until college.  
Burke City and Burke City public schools served as environments that simultaneously 
promoted and limited Penelope’s development of critical consciousness. Compared with 
many of the students that she later encountered as she moved into college, Penelope’s even 
basic awareness of race and racism historically and the simple acceptance of homosexuality 
promoted in Burke City surpassed the awareness and understanding of most of her college 
peers. She illustrates this by describing a racist incident that occurred when she was in 
college and the responses from some of her White college peers. In the incident, White males 
accosted, with racial slurs, one of the few Black students on campus. While Penelope found 
the incident disturbing, she was surprised at the shocked reactions of many of her White 





[the friend] ever seen, like, the non-White perspective on it. She…Maybe that’s what it is. I 
had been around people [in Burke City] who at least understood there was a non-white 
perspective” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1). The incident highlighted for her that, even in her 
relative naiveté, her experiences in Burke City had at least led her to develop some basic 
understanding that a non-White perspective existed.  Still, the focus in Burke City on 
individualism and the failure to engage issues of race and racism as current and systemic 
limited her awareness.  
Supportive environments. Fortunately, participants found themselves in or chose to 
engage in numerous environments that were supportive of their critical consciousness 
development. The environments that were supportive of participants’ developing critical 
consciousness tended to do so by virtue of being environments that were diverse (racially, 
socioeconomically, sexual orientation, gender) or different (culturally) in ways that 
contrasted with others the participants had previously engaged; some environments were also 
supportive of participants’ critical consciousness development because of the ethos of the 
environment itself.  Environments with a supportive ethos were those that embodied an 
explicit focus on addressing inequity and/or on advancing understanding of equity issues.  
Diverse and different environments. Charlotte, Liam, and Penelope all described 
environments that supported their critical consciousness development, at least in part, 
because a population and/or culture that varied from what they had previously experienced 
constituted them, the opposite of the unsupportive environments previously discussed. 
Charlotte’s exposure to diverse and different environments supported critical consciousness 
in the area of sexual orientation. Liam’s move to the more racially diverse and culturally 





what it can be like to be the one that is culturally different. Penelope’s experiences abroad 
helped her gain better perspective on her own place and contribution within the broader 
world. These experiences also expanded her awareness and understanding of racism.  
From the largely homogenous K-8 schooling environment that Charlotte experienced 
at the private, Christian school she attended, she moved into a public high school that was, in 
many ways, a whole new world. Entering into high school, for the first time in her life 
Charlotte had classmates and eventually friends that were from low-income families, were 
people of color and were LGBTQ-identified. Torrance High School provided Charlotte with 
a peer group and faculty that was much more racially, ethnically, socioeconomically, and 
ideologically diverse than her previous school.  This new environment afforded Charlotte 
invaluable “exposure” (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1) to people whose experiences and ways 
of thinking were very different from her own and to her previous exposures. Charlotte 
describes this exposure to her new, diverse peer group as helping her become aware of issues 
of equity because, “that’s also when I met people that were experiencing the social 
inequities” (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1). She began to understand how her experiences 
differed from those of some of her classmates, saying “during high school was when I had 
friends that worked other jobs, or would go and work with their family afterschool. And so, 
they had trouble getting homework done and things because they were having to work with, 
work for their parents, uh, to make ends meet at home” (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1). At her 
high school, Charlotte also moved into an environment with many teachers and students 
openly trying to create a safe and welcoming space for LGBTQ students. Prior to this point, 
Charlotte’s thinking about sexual orientation had largely centered on what she considered the 





3 Part 1). Even such a belief had been largely peripheral as it was not a central piece of 
doctrine for her school or faith community and she had not had direct interactions with 
openly LGBTQ people. The environment she experienced at her high school, in which many 
teachers and students acknowledged sexual orientation and supported and affirmed non-
heterosexual orientations, prompted a lot of internal processing and questioning about sexual 
orientation and her religious beliefs. She explains,  
It was kind of a cool time period to kind of approach these different things [non-
heterosexual orientations] and I was still processing a lot of things. But, I also started 
moving forward with my friendships [with queer people]. So like it was a processing 
time, but as well as like just a normalcy that was coming along with it.” (Charlotte, 
Interview 3 Part 1)  
 
She also began to understand how the Biblical definition of marriage, as it converged with 
the legal definition of marriage, negatively impacted people she knew. Charlotte explains that 
this contributed to the, “overarching theme of questioning what I’d always known or what I’d 
always been told” (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1) with regard to her stance on marriage 
equality.  
Similar to Charlotte, Liam moved from a largely White, homogeneous environment 
to a more racially diverse environment except Liam changed geographical regions in the 
United States. Liam’s family moved from his hometown in the Midwest, described 
previously with respect to its lack of racial diversity, to a much larger city in the South 
around Liam’s 2nd grade year. This change in environment, from the Midwest to the South, 
raised Liam’s awareness of cultural differences and placed him, for the first time in his life, 
in a location where there were Black people. The South was an environment that supported 
Liam’s critical consciousness development in ways that the Midwest did not.  Differences in 





recalls that he and his family struggled to understand the southern accents of people in their 
new community. Even the cultural difference in the games played by children at school 
impacted Liam. He explains that, “In Cedarburg [his hometown in the Midwest], we played 
marbles on the playground. And so I show up for second grade in Salem with my bag of 
marbles and nobody knows what in the world it is. And, so I really took to…I became kind of 
a, a bit of a loner that year” (Liam, Interview 1).  His move to the South, also put Liam in 
close contact and, eventually, friendship with Black people that profoundly shaped his path 
of critical consciousness development, discussed at length in the upcoming Influencer theme. 
The racially diverse environments in which they occurred made these influential contacts 
possible.  
Penelope’s case is an example of how diverse environments were impactful in a 
slightly different way. Penelope describes the significance of two study abroad semesters 
during college to her developing critical consciousness. In Israel, Penelope attended a 
university there and recalls standing in a hallway between classes and hearing countless 
languages being spoken around her. As a White, middle-class person in the United States, 
she had largely internalized the dominant message given to her as she grew up, which she 
distills as “No matter where you’re from you are amazing and you are going to change the 
world. And you have all these things to offer. And like, oh you’re so smart because you can 
do well in school” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2). Being surrounded by people who spoke 
many languages and had many varied experiences brought important perspective for 
Penelope, leading her to reevaluate. She says, “I realized that I had so much less to offer than 





Unlike her Birthright trip, which was full of pro-Israel messaging, her semester in 
Israel provided an environment in which Penelope was able to observe what she describes as, 
“Blatant racism against people of Arab descent, all the time, everywhere” (Penelope, 
Interview 3, Part 2). She also saw segregation and inequity in the schools between Israeli 
Arab children and Israeli Jewish children. Penelope also spent a study abroad semester in 
Latin America, which gave her a new context within which to observe racism. She explains,  
The eastern side of the country is white sand beaches and is literally where more 
White people live. The pacific side is black sand beaches and you’re going to find 
way more people who are not White there. It’s literally like split. In the capital city 
where you’re gonna see people of all different races, there’s definitely like, uh, a very 
strong affinity for people with whiter skin. (Penelope, Interview 2)  
 
Both study abroad trips, to Latin America and to Israel, provided Penelope the opportunity to 
observe racism in a non-U.S. context. In Latin America, racism against people of more 
indigenous descent was prevalent and overt. In Israel, she saw the extent to which people of 
Arab descent were marginalized. In these environments, exposure to racism felt more 
obvious than anything she had noticed in the U.S. before. Seeing racism in this way also 
helped her expand her conceptualization of racism beyond simply anti-Blackness.  
Charlotte had a similar experience with regard to gender and socioeconomic 
inequality, when she spent a summer in India. In that environment, Charlotte came to see 
how those issues intersected in the lives of the sex trafficking victims with whom she 
worked. Also, in a way similar to how Penelope describes the overt racism that she observed 
in Israel and Latin America, Charlotte was struck by the extreme and overt sexism and 
classism20 that she observed, and in some ways experienced, in India.   
                                                            
20 Sexism is defined as a system of oppression based on sex that includes attitudes, beliefs, practices, and 
structures. Classism (sometimes, herein, also referred to as socioeconomic inequity) is defined as a system of 
oppression based on socioeconomic status that includes attitudes, beliefs, practices, and structures. I do wish to 





Ethos. In addition to the diverse or different environments that participants described, 
there were also environments described as supportive of critical consciousness development 
based on the ethos (culture, norms, and values), of those particular environments. In addition 
to having a supportive and influential ethos, these environments often also included 
significant proportions of people who were diverse (racially, socioeconomically, sexual 
orientation, gender), like those described in the previous section.  
Charlotte engaged in two particular environments that both had explicit foci on social 
and racial justice. When she arrived at college, Charlotte sought out an opportunity to 
continue to connect to a Christian community there, which she found in an organization 
called Campus Cross Connection (CCC). A friend of her older sister introduced CCC to 
Charlotte, but Charlotte recalls being drawn to the organization’s emphasis on being 
welcoming to all students and its focus on social justice. This environment was uniquely 
supportive of Charlotte’s critical consciousness development because the ethos of the 
organization included dual commitments to both the core principles of love and openness, 
which were central to Charlotte’s Christian faith, and to social justice, with a specific focus 
on racial reconciliation. As discussed in the Motivators section previously, the alignment she 
sees between her Christian faith and the pursuit of social justice firmly motivates Charlotte’s 
progress down the path of critical consciousness. Largely within the context of this 
organization, which held that alignment at its core, Charlotte began to make that connection 
in her own thinking.  
                                                            
them as related but distinct terms. However, within interviews it was more fruitful not to place unnecessary 
emphasis on overly academic language or distinctions when the general sentiment was consistent with the 





West Woods Elementary, the school at which Charlotte completed her teaching 
practicum and first two years of full-time employment, has also served as a supportive 
environment for her critical consciousness development based on its explicit emphasis on 
educational, and specifically racial, equity. This school is in Burke City and serves a student 
population that is around 23% Black, 14% Asian, 14% Hispanic, 44% White and about 5% 
multiracial. Though the school is in the Burke City school district, which is affluent 
compared to surrounding districts, this school serves a student population of which over 42% 
qualify for free or reduced lunch. 
 West Woods is a unique school. It has proven an important context within which 
Charlotte has grown and continues to grow in her thinking about issues of social equity and 
connecting those to her thinking about education. Her school has a strong and explicit racial 
equity focus; as a result, there is an equity coach on staff full time, and the school has an 
equity team made up of teachers and leaders in the school, which leads racial-equity focused 
initiatives. Because of this equity focus at the school level, Charlotte has been participating in 
monthly equity meetings at her school since she began her teaching practicum there. 
Charlotte puts a lot of emphasis on the importance and influence of the equity meetings that 
she attends monthly at her school. These equity meetings have provided Charlotte a place to 
consider issues of whiteness in education and questions like, “What does it mean to have a 
White-washed education system?”(Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 2). Charlotte feels she has 
benefitted by the direct way these meetings addressed whiteness in education. She sees them 
as playing a vital role in her own development, particularly as they fit into the larger tone of 
the school, an environment in which teachers are expected to be informed about issues of 





because I’m at a school where it is unacceptable not to be informed” (Charlotte, Interview 4). 
The racial equity-focused environment of her school has also provided incentive for 
Charlotte to connect her thinking about equity issues and her thinking about classroom 
practice. Charlotte describes herself as a “people-pleaser” (Charlotte, Interview 4) and 
explains that when she came to understand that her administration and the broader school 
community valued and expected her to directly engaging issues of equity in the classroom, 
she was motivated to take it up.  
Similarly, Penelope and Liam have both been engaged in environments in which an 
ethos around equity dominated. They have been active participants in the Association of 
Public School Educators (APSE), the Douglass chapter of the state level teacher professional 
organization. The state is a “right-to-work” state, so organizations like the APSE serve some 
of the functions that teachers unions do in other states, though much less powerfully; for 
example, the state prohibits by law organizations like APSE from collective bargaining. 
Around 2015, APSE underwent an important change in leadership that shifted the entire 
focus and trajectory of the organization. Aligning temporally with a burgeoning wave of 
national media attention to the extrajudicial killings of Black people by police officers, the 
APSE elected a new president, Mark Samuels, to lead the organization. Samuels was a White 
male teacher in a Douglass public school with a background in political organizing. Samuels 
leveraged his political organizing skills to lead the APSE in a new, bold direction that 
centered “racial and social justice” (Liam, Interview 3 Part 2) and engaged teachers in 
political activism toward those ends.  
Liam’s involvement with APSE has given him a formal environment in which to 





understanding of how to engage in action to address those issues. The very culture of APSE 
makes racial and social justice central to everything that the organization does and to the 
organization’s relationships and in-house conversations. APSE has played an important role 
in Liam’s critical consciousness development.  Though through a slightly different hook, the 
organization has also prompted Penelope’s critical consciousness development. 
Penelope has also been highly involved with APSE. Early during her first year at 
Mendoza Sartillo Middle, Penelope attended a presentation given by APSE president Mark 
Samuels. This was in 2015 during APSE’s rise as a politically active organization. The 
burgeoning organization sought to engage teachers and community members in organizing 
for racial and social justice in schools and beyond. APSE has a strong emphasis on collective 
action and coalition building. Penelope recalls being struck the first time she heard Samuels 
discuss this concept at that presentation; she says,  
He was like, ‘No. We need to open our doors and talk to each other because we are 
not gonna achieve anything significant for our kids if we’re not working together or 
working with parents.’ I’d literally never heard anyone say that before. (Penelope, 
Interview 2) 
 
This emphasis on groups of people talking to each other, coming together as a community, 
and working together towards shared goals is at the heart of what APSE does and how they 
expect to effect change; it is part of their ethos. The push is explicitly against individualism. 
It is also what convinced Penelope that this was an organization that she needed to be 
involved in. She recalls immediately thinking to herself, “Yes, I’ll follow this guy” 
(Penelope, Interview 2).   
APSE, as a social environment, also supports Penelope’s continual learning and 
development along her path of critical consciousness through the group’s cultural norms and 





from its members. Penelope contrasts the expectations of other social justice spaces that she 
has been involved in with APSE’s, saying 
There is definitely an attitude in social justice circles of like, you have to know 
everything and you have to be perfect and you have to never say anything vaguely 
like racist or sexist or classist or, or anything. But, it’s impossible to do that because 
we all have been colonized in those ways since birth. Um, and if we’re not forgiving 
of each other, I, we’re definitely never gonna convince anyone that our side is the 
right side. So that’s always been really frustrating to me in organizing circles that are 
not education-based in Douglass. Um, which is why I spend almost all of my time 
doing anything organizing related with teachers, because I think of all people, we are 
pretty good at like, being open to learning new things. Not all teachers, but the 
teachers that do this kind of stuff. (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2) 
 
As a social environment, APSE goes beyond simply being understanding and forgiving of 
imperfection and embodies an ethos of continual learning. Penelope credits her involvement 
in APSE for her own commitment to continual learning, saying,  
being in APSE is probably the number one thing that has changed me into someone 
who um, I wanna say like, tries to be less racist and challenge other White people, but 
it is also just like, being someone who is willing to constantly be learning about it is, 
is the attitude. (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2).  
 
APSE, with its focus on racial and social justice and emphasis on continual learning, has 
served and continues to serve as an important supportive environment for the critical 
consciousness development of both Penelope and Liam.  
Influencers: Who 
 Those supportive environments can be important places where participants come into 
contact with Influencers. Influencers are the people, the “who,” that have impacted 
participants’ critical consciousness development over their life courses. Based on the current 
data, it is impossible to ascertain with certainty the motivations that Influencers had for 
engaging with participants in the ways that they did. However, it is clear the Influencers 





(e.g teachers), aimed to intentionally engage the participant with issues of social inequity. 
Then there are others (e.g. some friends and students), who likely had no specific intent with 
regard to critical consciousness, but were, nevertheless influential due to their closeness and 
interactions with participants.   
Regardless of the intent or lack thereof of Influencers, through analysis, I came to 
understand that Influencers impacted participants’ critical consciousness during specific 
period of their lives owing to their statuses as More Radical Others (MROs). In this work, 
MROs are defined as people with whom the participant has interacted that are further along 
in their development of critical consciousness and/or understanding of a certain issue of 
inequity at a given point in time. For example (as is discussed in the coming section), early in 
his life, Liam’s parents are considered MROs with respect to their understanding that race 
and racism are social factors that negatively impact the lives of people of color. They would 
not, however, be considered MROs with regard to sexual orientation or gender at that time, 
as these were axes of oppression with respect to which Liam’s parents, themselves, held and 
modeled views that were oppressive. Similarly, Liam has now advanced his own critical 
consciousness with respect to race past that of his parents; as such, they would no longer be 
considered MROs. Therefore, the concept of the MRO does not imply a universal 
designation that applies across time or axis of oppression, but is, rather, contextually bound.  
Across the three cases, participants all described MROs that influenced their awareness and 
understanding of inequity in both large ways and small.   
In the coming sections, I describe Influencers as MROs, organized according to their 
relationships to the participant.  Parents are discussed first, as they are an early and 





participant’s initial race consciousness (or lack thereof), and in modeling willingness to grow 
and change in their thinking.  Friends prove important conversation partners and provide 
participants with windows into what their own experiences with inequity have been.  
Teachers proved important influencers for Charlotte and Penelope by engaging them directly 
in class content with equity issues such as sexual orientation, gender, and basic cultural 
competence. Following that, I discuss Students as specific influencers that prompt Liam and 
Charlotte to grapple with the relevance of their own whiteness in their role as teachers. 
Finally, Fellow Educators are described as influencers that play a strong role in helping 
participants connect their critical consciousness with their thinking about education.   
Parents 
All three participants talked about their parents as important influences along their 
paths of critical consciousness. It is important to acknowledge here that the impacts that 
parents had on each participant’s path of critical consciousness were not always positive. For 
example, his parents’ homophobia, which converged with homophobia in their religious 
community, influenced Liam. He adopted their way of thinking until he was late in his 
teenage years. Similarly, the traditional gender roles modeled by Liam’s parents left him with 
a limited sense of women’s personal agency, which only began to be challenged when he 
encountered “strong” (Liam, Interview 3 Part 1) women in late high school and college.  
Charlotte also shared a less than positive portrayal of her parents’ influence. Charlotte talks 
specifically about how her parents emphasized a “bootstraps” (Charlotte, Interview 2) 
mentality, explaining reward and success as the inevitable outcome of hard work, reinforcing 
the myth of the United States as a meritocracy. Participants’ parents did, however, enact 





The parents of Penelope and Liam both openly acknowledged race and racism, thereby 
setting in place a basic awareness of these elements that both participants built on later in 
their lives. Parents also served, for Penelope and Charlotte, as important models for learning, 
growing, and changing in their ways of thinking.  
Race consciousness: Acknowledging race and racism. In our interviews, 
participants emphasized the positive impacts that their parents had on their critical 
consciousness development. Both Liam and Penelope had parents who openly acknowledged 
race and racism. Penelope repeatedly talks about how her parents were impactful on her early 
awareness that life was not the same for White people and Black people. She explains that, 
“They were very much acknowledging of there are people who will have it hard and may not 
ever be able to be successful because of things they are up against. They definitely said that 
about race” (Penelope, Interview 1). Liam understood explicitly while he was growing up 
that his parents’ progressive stance on race and racism pushed in contrast to the ways that 
some people, namely his father’s family, believed and acted. He describes his parents’ 
overall teaching about race and racism as emphasizing the importance of not treating people 
differently based on race, but also not including any, “really progressive teaching about that 
either”(Liam, Interview 3 Part 1). He elaborates to emphasize that his parents’ teaching about 
race was not “colorblindness, never anything like….never in a dismissive way like, you 
know ‘Oh, I just treat everybody the same and that’s good enough’” (Liam, Interview 3 Part 
1). A conversation that Liam remembers having with his dad illustrates his parents’ teaching. 
In this conversation, his dad recounted an incident in which he, as part of a summer program 
working with students from a large city, had been driving with a car full of Black teenagers 





stop sign, making the tires squeal. A police officer stopped him and ticketed him for it. When 
he recounted the story to Liam, he explained that he was pulled over and ticketed for that 
minor infraction, “because he had Black kids in the car” (Liam, Interview 3 Part 1). In telling 
this story, Liam’s father explicitly acknowledged, rather than dismissed, the role that race 
and racism played in the incident. Both Liam and Penelope benefitted from their parents 
open and explicit acknowledgements of the impacts of race and racism.  
In contrast, Charlotte’s parents raised her with a colorblind approach to race that 
Charlotte characterizes as, “We’re all the same. Why does it matter?”(Charlotte, Interview 2). 
This perspective came into tension with the more race-conscious perspective that Charlotte 
began to develop as she moved throughout high school and into college. Charlotte explains 
that in high school, “was when I experienced students being kicked out of class, and, again, it 
was consistently the same types of students kicked out of class” (Charlotte, Interview 3 
Part1). When I asked her what she meant by “types of students,” she explained, “Usually 
they were Black male students that were kicked out of class. I think once there was a Black 
female that was kicked out. But usually it’s always been the Black males” (Charlotte, 
Interview 3 Part 1). She experienced dissonance between the colorblind perspective espoused 
by her parents and the overt differences she observed between how Black students and White 
students were treated in high school; this dissonance contributed to her critical consciousness 
development by pushing her to further question what she had previously been told or taken 
for granted with regard to race.   
Models of changing, growing, and learning. A significant positive impact that both 
Penelope and Charlotte’s parents had on their critical consciousness development was 





Charlotte was in middle school, her dad’s high stress job and a family history of heart 
problems culminated in his having a heart attack. This heart attack led Charlotte’s whole 
family to reevaluate many lifestyle elements such as diet and stress. Charlotte describes the 
importance of her father’s heart attack in prompting her family to reconsider some basic 
medical understandings that they had taken previously as “fact”. She explains that earlier in 
her life and based on the guidance of doctors, “we thought people who were vegan were 
hilariously terrible,”(Charlotte, Interview 1), even going so far as to blame the broken arm of 
a family friend on her poor nutrition because the child’s family was vegan. After her father’s 
heart attack, however, she and her parents started to question traditional medical authority 
and do some investigating on their own, leading them ultimately to adopt veganism for an 
extended period of time in an effort to pursue better cardiovascular health. Though it may 
seem, on the surface, to be unrelated to developing critical consciousness, Charlotte connects 
this time of questioning traditional medical authority with a larger tide of, “questioning what 
I’d always been told” (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 2) in her life. She also explains how 
important it was for her to see her parents, during this period, as people who were also 
learning, developing, growing, and, in the end, changing their minds. In this way, her parents 
provided a basic model for what it can look like to question what you have previously 
thought and been told by authorities. They showed her that even they, authorities in their own 
right in Charlotte’s life, could seek out and consider additional information to inform a new 
understanding.  
Penelope’s parents have also served as important models for willingness to grow and 
learn, specifically with regard to equity issues. To illustrate this, she gives the example of her 





text read during Passover] and he says, you know, ‘When it’s your turn to read you can use 
whatever gender pronouns you feel like are appropriate for God’” (Penelope, Interview 1). 
She explains that 10 years before, her father would not have been open to using non-
masculine pronouns to refer to God. In describing her parents, Penelope says,  
They were willing to admit when they didn’t know something or they’re thinking had 
been wrong or behind. Um, they’ve always been like that. They have never, they’ve, 
they have their prejudices like everybody, but they’ve always been willing to 
acknowledge them and talk about them. (Penelope, Interview 1) 
 
Seeing her own parents’ model continual learning and the ability and willingness to have 
their minds changed has influenced her to strive to do the same21.  
Friends 
Friends have been important MROs in participants’ lives. Through their influence, 
participants have come to develop their critical consciousness with respect to sexual 
orientation, gender, race, and dominant narratives. The participants’ close relationships with 
friend MROs buttressed the MROs’ influence on critical consciousness development. One 
way in which these MROs impacted participants’ paths was through sharing their 
experiences and perspectives. Relationships certainly facilitate that type of sharing, but 
Charlotte describes specifically how having strong relationships allowed her to invest in and 
actually hear her friends when they talked to her about their experiences.  In talking about 
high school, she explains,  
I was friends with a lot of these people before I necessarily saw all of the inequities 
and social problems. And so, for me, being friends first meant that I had a connection 
                                                            
21 It is also worth noting that, although Liam did not discuss his parents as important models for growing, 
learning and changing, there is evidence that they, too, have done just that. When reviewing his case narrative, 
Liam was concerned that when I described the influence of his parents’ homophobia on his early thinking that 
readers would not also learn how his parents have come to think differently about sexual orientation later in life. 
As a result, there is now a footnote in Liam’s case narrative that explains that his parents have “come around” 
(Liam, Follow-up Comments) on the issue of sexual orientation. It appears that, in the end, all three participants 






to the person so I was more willing to hear and listen to what happened. But there 
were definitely some things that I struggled with and like, even though I learned a lot 
about them, I didn’t necessarily accept them or move forward from that. (Charlotte, 
Interview 3 Part 1) 
 
The struggle manifested as she found herself “backing against” (Charlotte, Interview 2) what 
she had always been told about the world (e.g. bootstraps) as she engaged the exposures to 
others’ contradicting experiences. For Charlotte, hearing her friends’ experiences did not 
immediately shift her thinking, but it did raise her awareness and put her previously held 
beliefs in tension with what she was learning about her friends’ realities.  
In Charlotte’s case, we can also see how LGBTQ friends who shared with her about 
their experiences prompted Charlotte to begin to grapple with what she had been taught about 
Biblical marriage and the broader marriage equality debate. When she went to college she 
joined the Christian organization Campus Cross Connection (CCC; discussed earlier), in 
which she met LGBTQ people who shared her Christian faith background. Charlotte explains 
that it was impactful for her to talk with LGBTQ members of the group who were willing to 
share their own experiences as LGBTQ and their struggles to reconcile their own feelings 
with their Christian beliefs. In college, Charlotte also had a close friend, Bethany, who 
identified as a gay woman. Conversations with Bethany and LGBTQ members of CCC led 
her to consider the ways in which same-sex couples and their families were impacted 
negatively by not having access to legally recognized marriages (such as limitations to family 
health insurance and adopting children). As a result, ultimately she came to support a 
separation of church and state argument for marriage equality, in which she recognized 
governmental marriage and biblical marriage as being two distinct institutions.  
Charlotte also developed an important group of friends early in college that included 





Amara were not just women who experienced their respective marginalized positionalities, 
but had also developed critical consciousness around those social equity issues that were 
relevant to them. She describes Amara and Bethany as, women who, “knew and understood 
what it looked like to stand up for women’s rights” (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1). As 
women further along their paths of critical consciousness, Amara and Bethany helped 
Charlotte grow in her understanding of sexism, women’s rights, Islam, and treatment of 
people with disabilities on campus.  
In Penelope’s case, just after completing her degree at B.T. Rustin, her predominantly 
White university, she spent a year working with an organization called Push Forward. Push 
Forward is a program that recruits recent college graduates to spend a year providing 
academic support services to public school students. She describes Push Forward as, “really a 
crash course in social diversity, I guess, and cultural competency” (Penelope, Interview 2). 
Her Push Forward cohort included many people that had life experiences that vastly differed 
from Penelope’s experiences. That type of exposure was one of the reasons that Penelope 
chose to participate in Push Forward. She explains that she met, “people who had 
experienced very different things from me…. mostly because they weren’t White” (Penelope, 
Interview 3 Part 1). One Black woman in the program, Chanelle, was friends with Penelope 
and spoke with her openly and honestly about her own experiences as a Black woman and 
how she had been negatively impacted by racism. Penelope explains, 
And I felt, you know, not embarrassed at the time, but just like shocked that I had had 
this upbringing in Burke City and it had never been explained to me this way because, 
obviously, I knew that it was harder to be non-White. Like, I knew that. It wasn’t like 
a new—that wasn’t new information, but to have someone sit down and really explain 
the intricacies of it, um, in a non-colorblind way, is not what I experienced in Burke 






Hearing a friend talk in clear, personal terms about her experiences with racism raised 
Penelope’s awareness about the day-to-day realities of being Black in the United States. 
Looking back on that conversation, Penelope now realizes that it likely took a great deal of 
patience for Chanelle to have these conversations with her, and she feels grateful for her 
friend’s willingness to do that work in educating her.  
Her first couple of years back in her home state, after completing her year at Push 
Forward, Penelope lived with two roommates, Esther and Freida. Esther is a Black, Jewish 
woman from the South. Freida is a White, Jewish woman. Living with those women and 
engaging them in ongoing conversations about equity and oppression played a major role in 
Penelope’s developing critical consciousness. Freida and Esther were quite critical of Israel’s 
oppression of Palestinians and were vocal about it in their conversations with Penelope.  
Additionally, Esther talked specifically about her experiences being a Black, Jewish 
woman in the South. Penelope says, “That was one of the most formative experiences of my 
adult life, was living in that house with them; and like, talking about those kinds of things” 
(Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1). She explains that without those interactions, “I would’ve 
thought like, ‘oh, well I’m pretty openly gay; my haircut. And, you can look at my nose and 
tell I’m Jewish. So like, I must be oppressed” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1). Talking with 
these women helped Penelope to develop a more nuanced and complex understanding of 
oppression, and to consider her own experiences as marginalized (as Jewish and Gay) in 
perspective alongside intersectional axes of oppression and privilege that others experience.  
In Liam’s case, we see an illustration of how an MRO friend advanced his critical 
consciousness by helping him realize and question the ubiquity of dominant narratives. Liam 





manager and friend named Tariq who was originally from Iraq. At this point in the broader 
context, the first Gulf War was imminent. Tariq talked to Liam about the war from his 
perspective as someone from Iraq, seeing the pursuit of the Gulf War as a strategic financial 
move for the U.S.. Liam contrasts Tariq’s perspective with the “patriotic line” (Liam, 
Interview 2 Part 1) that he had been fed throughout his K-12 schooling. Hearing Tariq speak 
about his perspective on the impending gulf war led Liam to begin questioning the stories 
that are commonly (or singularly) told and helped him realize that there are often 
perspectives that are dominant and do not include alternative or marginalized perspectives. 
As he moved into college, Liam met his then girlfriend, later wife, Melody.  Melody, who 
minored in women’s studies, shared with Liam what she learned in her coursework and, in 
this way, helped lay “some groundwork for recognizing social inequity” (Liam, Interview 3 
Part 1)  for Liam with regard to gender.   
Teachers 
 Both Penelope and Charlotte discuss influential teachers that they had who served as 
MROs along their paths of critical consciousness development. Throughout Penelope’s K-20 
education, these teachers were the exception, rather than the rule. Penelope’s kindergarten 
teacher, Ms. Madison, was a Black woman who Penelope describes as “a very wonderful 
teacher” (Penelope, Interview 2). Penelope does not remember many details, but knows that 
this teacher did discuss race in class with them by tying it to books written for young readers, 
like those by Patricia Polacco. Despite the fact that she does not remember many specifics of 
her discussions with Ms. Madison and classmates, she does have a distinct memory that 
illustrates how even this basic exposure raised her awareness of racial inequity. Penelope 





I remember looking at my hands one time, like when we were just at lunch or 
something and thinking like, ‘um, these could easily be the same color as hers.’ Like 
I- I had this idea that like it would, like, my soul would just have happened to get 
born into this body. It could have easily happened to someone else, ‘cause you know, 
that’s how you think about it when you’re little. . . . I remember looking at my hands 
and thinking, like, picturing if they were black, like if they were a Black person’s. 
And we had, I’m sure we had been talking about something related to racial inequity 
in class because I remember thinking literally like ‘My life would be so much harder 
if my hands looked like that.’(Penelope, Interview 1) 
 
In high school, Penelope only recalls having one teacher who really directly and explicitly 
engaged any issue of equity. Ms. Black, a White woman, taught Penelope’s honors English 
class at Burke City High School. Ms. Black would engage students in discussing and 
thinking about issues related to gender inequity. Ms. Black addressed the challenges faced by 
women in the workplace, the wage-gap, male-female relationships, and beauty standards for 
women. Though Penelope’s mother had broached these topics with her before, having Ms. 
Black engage them directly in class brought them into Penelope’s awareness in a concrete 
way for the first time. 
 In college, despite the unsupportive environment of her education program overall, 
Penelope discusses one MRO professor, Dr. Wilson. Dr. Wilson was a White male teacher 
that taught some of her secondary methods courses. Penelope describes him as, “the only 
professor that would do anything remotely like, um, acknowledging racism and doing basic 
stuff on, you know, cultural competency” (Penelope, Interview 2). She remembers him 
challenging her in ways she felt like she needed to be challenged. Though she now describes 
some of the content of his classes as “very basic stuff”(Penelope, Interview 2), such as 
considering the experiences of English as a Second Language students and supporting 






 In Charlotte’s case, she had a series of MRO teachers in high school, all White, who 
helped grow Charlotte’s questioning and awareness of social inequity through who they were 
as people and through their in-class content and activities. For example, Mr. Bernard, one of 
Charlotte’s English teachers, was fluid in terms of both gender and sexuality. He was the first 
person that Charlotte had ever met that openly challenged traditional binary views of gender 
and sexuality. In his class, they directly engaged with issues such as stereotyping, gender, 
media influence, and the school to prison pipeline. Charlotte explains how Mr. Bernard’s 
class helped her start to consider, “What is the world constantly telling us that we can’t 
ignore?”(Charlotte, Interview 1). In the vein of “questioning,” Charlotte explains Mr. 
Bernard’s class as providing an opportunity for her to begin to figure out what had influenced 
her to think in some of the traditional ways that she did, as they analyzed movies, 
advertisements, and literature. Assignments in the class allowed for students to engage the 
ideas from angles that interested them and were relevant to their own experiences; thus, 
through students sharing their work, Charlotte was able to learn about and from her 
classmates’ experiences, as well. Mr. Bernard also openly challenged problematic parts of 
the educational system, such as mandated standardized testing, by being transparent with the 
students about why he saw the tests as unfair and unhelpful, while also acknowledging that 
the students had to learn how to pass them. In this way, Mr. Bernard served as an early model 
for Charlotte of teaching that did not focus simply on accepting knowledge or the educational 
system as it was.  
From her time in college, Charlotte talks about a specific course she took in her 
education program that was focused on social justice in education and the professor, a White 





and starting to connect that to her thinking about education. Torri led the class in a way that 
required students to engage each other on the issues they were discussing, an activity that 
Charlotte found very helpful. Rather than simply feeding the students information, Torri 
would share data, readings, and definitions with the students and then require them to discuss 
and debate them with their classmates. The course included content focused on a variety of 
equity issues along various axes of oppression, including sexual orientation, gender, gender 
identity, class, and race. For Charlotte, the main way Torri and the course shaped her 
thinking was to push her to consider how her own experiences and perspective shaped how 
she views and interacts with the world, her “lens”. This was new for Charlotte. She explains 
that though it is sometimes uncomfortable to consider one’s lens, particularly when that lens 
is colored by privilege, “that’s something I had to do in that class was ‘What is your lens?’ 
Because it’s not the same for everybody else. And so, ‘Why is your lens going to be 
different?’”(Charlotte, Interview 2). Charlotte brings this lesson forward to connect to her 
own thinking about education and teaching, considering how her experiences necessarily 
shape how she views education and prompting her to self-monitor how her lens, as a White, 
cisgender woman, shapes her perceptions and decisions as a teacher.  
In contrast to Penelope and Charlotte, Liam’s experience was largely devoid of 
teachers that impacted his critical consciousness or engaged in issues of equity directly. His 
discussion of impactful teachers is limited to one professor who shared with him an alternate 
perspective on Fidel Castro; this professor’s view pushed back on the common narrative 
about Castro in the United States. Fidel Castro was almost exclusively positioned, within 
mainstream US media, as an evil dictator. This professor shared his marginalized perspective 





much more complex than the dominant narrative had led him to believe. This interaction was 
impactful in that it built upon an awareness about the need to question singular and dominant 
narratives that began when Liam was in high school, stemming from another MRO, Tariq 
(discussed above).  
Students 
Both Charlotte and Liam talk specifically about the impacts that their students, many 
of whom are people of marginalized positionalities, have had on their developing critical 
consciousness. I feel it is particularly important to discuss students here, as a separate 
category, in order to highlight the way in which participants positioned themselves as 
learners relative to students. By treating students as holders of knowledge and understanding, 
participants challenge the traditional relationship between teachers and students in which 
teachers are the holders of knowledge and students the receptacles.  Liam and Charlotte both 
came to understand, thanks in part to interactions with their students, the relevance of race, 
and specifically their own whiteness, to their work as teachers. Students also, in Liam’s case, 
offer direct feedback on pedagogical choices in ways that push Liam’s critical consciousness 
forward. I do not discuss Penelope’s case in this section because she did not talk about her 
students in this way. 
 Liam’s students frequently brought up his race, often in heated confrontations. Liam 
describes this as, “basically having my whiteness brought up and being, you know, thrown in 
my face” (Liam, Interview 2 Part 1).  Liam came to have what he calls a “wake up call” 
(Liam, Interview 1 Part 1) with regard to his own identity. He explains that before, “I don’t 
think I really thought much about my own identity because it had never been something I’d 





American society is validated everywhere you go”(Liam, Interview 2 Part 1). He came to 
understand that there were ways in which Black female teachers could interact with students 
that he, as a White male teacher, could not. His students, and their own understanding of the 
relevance of race, raised Liam’s consciousness of the pertinence of race to his work as a 
teacher.  
 For Charlotte, too, conversations with students prompted her to reflect on her own 
positionality as a White teacher engaging with students of color. Charlotte understands that 
many of her students of color have been hurt by White teachers previously, and that she must 
manage that element of her relationship with them by proactively working to show students 
that she is on their side when it comes to racial issues. Experiences interacting with students 
in her classroom and being called “racist” (Charlotte, Interview 2) has helped Charlotte learn 
to actively “check what students I am, um, responding to behaviorally, trying to make sure 
that I don’t have any bias,” (Charlotte, Interview 2) and that students don’t perceive any bias. 
 Liam and Charlotte also talk about how listening to and observing their students has 
raised their awareness of the ways in which their students, as people of marginalized 
positionalities, are impacted by oppression. Charlotte explains that “getting individual 
testimonies from my students, as well, and how race has impacted them” (Charlotte, 
Interview 3 Part 2) has been really important to growing her own understanding of issues of 
equity. She emphasizes how important these testimonies are, saying  
Because being a White individual, I do not have the background and the stories to be 
able to make equity make sense to me and others…. like knowing that my lens can 
only go so far and my understanding of these things can only go so far also, like helps 
me prepare for the fact that I’m a person who’d like to know the answers, but in this 
case I don’t and that’s okay and it’s okay to reach out to people…”(Charlotte, 






 In Liam’s case, he explains that though he always at least espoused the belief that he 
should learn from his students, earlier in his career it may have been more “fake it til you 
make it” (Liam, Interview 3 Part 1). By the time he moved to teaching high school, he had 
gained enough confidence and awareness to actively start seeking feedback from his 
students. He became more intentional about trying to understand his students, and in 
particular their struggles, within the context of their lives and often multiple marginalized 
identities. The vast majority of the students that Liam has taught during his career in 
Douglass Public Schools have been racially or ethnically minoritized students and students 
living in poverty. Over years of interactions with students and families, Liam started to 
develop a web of specific experiences that anchored and developed his understanding of how 
experiences of systemic oppression, like poverty and racism, intertwine to create cycles 
where those free of those oppressions continue to amass more advantage and those who 
experience them bear more struggle. Liam explains that working with students and families 
helped him begin to understand, in concrete ways, how, “if people don’t have the money to 
do something, it’s going to lead to other issues and other problems and not being able to 
address certain needs, healthcare, dental care, whatever, uh, and that just creates…I mean, it- 
it’s a vicious cycle basically” (Liam, Interview 3 Part 2).  
Liam’s students have also offered explicit feedback and correction with regard to 
pedagogical choices that they do not support. For example, the first year he arrived at Castile 
High, Liam was teaching Oedipus Rex, and was hoping to get students to make current 
connections to the ways in which the children of Oedipus and Jocasta were ostracized 
because of the incestuous relationship between their parents. He asked students to consider 





to talk about the unjust treatment of gay people and their families. Liam’s students, however, 
critiqued the question. He recalls,  
I had somebody say, ‘Uh, I don’t like that question. I don’t think we should use it 
because I think it’s going to lead to a comparison between incest and LGBTQ people. 
And that’s really not fair to put them on, to equivocate.’ And I was like, ‘Wow. 
You’re right!’ And I mean, there were a lot of moments like that for me. (Liam, 
Interview 4)  
 
Direct feedback like this is another way in which Liam’s students have served as MROs and 
advanced his critical consciousness. 
Fellow Educators 
MRO fellow educators are the most significant Influencers that prompt participants to 
connect their paths of critical consciousness with their thinking about education and their 
work as teachers. Sometimes the interactions that participants have with these MRO 
educators are geared toward issues of social inequity or experiences of marginalized people 
more broadly, but, many of them are relevant to education, specifically. All three participants 
talked extensively about fellow educators that they encountered in their teaching practicum 
and/or in their jobs as full-time teachers that impacted their thinking about issues of social 
inequity in this way.  
The equity focus of Charlotte’s school also means that she has had access to some 
important teaching mentors that themselves hold a strong focus on engaging equity issues in 
teaching. Ms. Lindsey is a White, former classroom teacher that works full-time as an equity 
coach at West Woods. Charlotte has benefitted from having Ms. Lindsey to work with on 
crafting and teaching units of study that engage issues of race and racism. Ms. Knepley, the 
librarian at Charlotte’s school, who is also White, has served as an additional mentor. Ms. 





story”(Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 2) and helped Charlotte keep a focus on making sure that 
the literature in her classroom reflects and connects to the diversity of her student body, and 
that it is also written by authors that share those identities. Having these women to work 
closely with over her first few years of teaching has provided Charlotte both guidance and 
modeling for thinking about engaging critically in her practice; it has also provided Charlotte 
the space to develop her own understanding as she engages in conversation with these 
women. Her school also has brought in Sula Mannix, a Black, teacher-activist from the 
neighboring Douglass school district. Sula has spoken at equity meetings at Charlotte’s 
school, engaging teachers in discussions of things like #BlackLivesMatter and sharing with 
teachers about how she engages with equity in her own classroom. Charlotte has been 
inspired by Sula as a teacher that pursues equity-focused teaching in a context that Charlotte 
views as far less supportive than her own.  
In Liam’s case, he encountered two particularly influential MRO educators through 
his involvement with a summer program for high school students called Dream, housed at a 
local university. Around 2010, Liam was ask to build and direct the Dream program, which 
was intended to build social awareness and engage students in community service. Within the 
first couple of years of the program, a Black woman named Jerri joined the staff. Her 
involvement in the program helped shape it towards building awareness of equity issues. 
Jerri’s approach centered on building empathy and cooperation while also engaging with 
challenging topics such as gentrification and affirmative action. Being a part of this camp 
allowed Liam to see teachers, like Jerri, actually enact pedagogy that centered on issues 





engaging students, particularly groups of students that included students of color and White 
students, in these topics.  
Karen, also a Black woman, and Jerri were two educators involved in the camp that 
also became personal friends with Liam. These women influenced his thinking not only 
through their modeling and engagement with issues specifically tied to teaching and inequity, 
but they also carried on personal conversations with Liam which supported Liam’s awareness 
and sense-making around issues of inequity outside of the context of school. Liam still 
considers Karen a close friend and they continue to have conversations that include in-depth 
discussions of race and race-related issues. 
Penelope names Lanedra, a queer woman of both Latinx and Native American 
descent, and Chris, a gay, White male, as two MRO educators that have made efforts at their 
school to support gender non-conforming students. They have also established a non-profit 
organization outside of school designed to connect students with resources when they are 
experiencing various types of oppression. Penelope learns from these MRO educators by 
talking with them and seeing how they model connecting their equity work to education and 
their roles as teachers. Lanedra, in particular, has been an important model and conversation 
partner for Penelope. Penelope describes Lanedra as very strong and outspoken, with, “no 
patience for the acceptance of White supremacy at school” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1). 
Lanedra served as another model for Penelope of continually seeking to learn and advance 
her own understanding. Lanedra’s modeled intolerance of oppressive systems and behaviors 
has impacted Penelope’s own thinking; Penelope has benefited from Lanedra’s willingness to 
speak out about these issues and articulate her critiques. These conversations exposed 





issues. Penelope explains, “We would talk about whiteness a lot. And she has like no time for 
White, um, White savior complex, or White fragility, or anything. But she would talk, she 
would use those terms and talk about them” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1). 
In summary, Influencers were important parts of participants’ paths of critical 
consciousness over their life courses. Serving in the role of More Radical Others (MROs), 
these influencers shaped participants’ thinking and raised their awareness of issues of 
inequity in a variety of ways. The parents of Liam and Penelope laid important foundational 
race consciousness and basic understandings about racial inequity that participants built on 
later in their lives. Teachers, for Charlotte and Penelope, played an important role in directly 
discussing issues of inequity, such as sexism and sexual orientation discrimination. They also 
helped participants begin to connect their thinking about social inequity to their thinking 
about education.  Friends were influential MROs by virtue of their close relationships with 
participants, which facilitated their sharing and participants’ hearing of their perspectives and 
experiences. Students also served as MROs, helping Liam and Charlotte understand the 
relevance of their own whiteness in their roles as teachers, sharing of their own experiences 
as marginalized, and sometimes, as in Liam’s case, providing direct feedback on pedagogical 
choices with respect to equity.  Finally, MRO fellow educators played a very significant role 
in participants’ connecting their developing critical consciousness with their thinking about 
education and their roles as teachers, especially with regard to race. 
Resources: What 
As Motivators provided the “why”, Context provided the “when and where,” and 
Influencers provided the “who” that were all significant to participants’ paths of critical 





material and conceptual elements that served as supports along their paths of critical 
consciousness development.  Material resources include various media (such as books and 
videos) and social media that participants read, watched, and listened. These material 
resources exposed participants to examples of experiences and perspectives outside of their 
own, such as those of people of color. These resources also introduced participants’ to new 
ways of thinking about issues related to inequity and oppression. Words served as a 
conceptual resource for all three participants. They discussed the difficulty of not having 
words or language to ask questions or express themselves, and the ways in which gaining 
those words allowed them to articulate their positions and solidify their understandings with 
respect to issues of inequity.  
Media 
 Throughout their lives, participants all mention various resources that they have 
engaged that have impacted their awareness and understanding of issues of social inequity, 
sometimes in large ways and sometimes in small ways. Like with environments, the impact 
of media has not always been positive. Charlotte, for example, cites the influence of 
advertisements and movies on negative stereotypes that she held about Black men, saying 
“like there are a couple commercials and stuff where, like, there’d be a Black man that would 
steal something and then, like, a White man would go save the day”(Charlotte, Interview 1). 
In Penelope’s case, she refers to “inspirational teacher movies”(Penelope Interview 2) such 
as Dead Poets Society and Freedom Writers, which supported a singular narrative that 
Penelope had held of educational inequity lying solely in the domain of inner-city schools 





participants refer frequently to media that has exposed them to new ideas, perspectives, and 
information about social inequity that supported their development of critical consciousness.  
 Charlotte talks about the impact of a specific Technology Education Design (TED) 
talk on her developing thinking, questioning and ultimately on her disposition to actively 
seek out alternative stories, experiences, and perspectives. Her high school English teacher, 
Mr. Bernard, shared it with her class. The TED talk was given by Ngozie Adichie in 2009 
titled “The Danger of A Single Story.” Adichie’s talk focuses on how power intertwines with 
storytelling and the way in which telling and only hearing a single story of a people creates a 
misrepresentation and flattening of their experiences, robbing them of dignity. This talk was 
very impactful for Charlotte, and she mentions it several times throughout our series of 
interviews. It helped her see how her own thinking had been shaped by the single stories she 
had been told. She explains, “That was very impactful to me and made me want to hear what 
stories I have not heard. What stories am I not hearing? Who am I not giving a voice in the 
conversation?”(Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 2).  This talk motivated her to actively seek out, 
engage with, and pay attention to the stories and experiences of others from that point 
forward, often through direct conversation.  
 Charlotte views the exposure to the work, thoughts, and experiences of people with 
different experiences and perspectives through various media as having shaped and 
continuing to shape her thinking. She mentions literature courses that exposed her to books 
written by authors of color, such as Sandra Cisneros’s House on Mango Street, and included 
specific discussions about who the authors themselves were, and why that mattered to the 





Jacqueline Woodson, Brenda Woods, and Jewell Parker Rhodes that exposed her to new 
ideas and to stories and experiences of people of color.  
 Penelope discusses a number of books that she read in middle school that helped 
expose her to “other people who live different lives or had lived different lives” (Penelope 
Interview 1). She talks about books like Bud, Not Buddy, Maniac McGee, The Watsons go to 
Birmingham, and Dovey Coe. Some of these books let her see into the lives and experiences 
of people of color, others, like Dovey Coe, gave her a glimpse into the lives of White people 
who by virtue of their socioeconomic status and geography, had a life very different from 
Penelope’s. She explains what she learned from reading these kinds of books, saying, “I 
mean nothing really complicated. Nothing like race theory or anything. Just like….I needed 
to understand that other people had had different experiences than me as a kid” (Penelope, 
Interview 1).  
One way in which Liam has increased his exposure to the experiences and 
perspectives of those of marginalized positionalities is through media, including books, radio, 
television, online articles, and social media. In high school, he chose to read Harper Lee’s To 
Kill a Mocking Bird, though it was not assigned to him, which prompted him to think about 
issues of race and racism. Later in college, he chose to read books like Margret Atwood’s 
Handmaid’s Tale and Virginia Woolf’s Orlando. More recently, he mentions Between the 
World and Me, by Ta-Nehisi Coates, as an influential, though very heavy, read. All of this 
literature exposed Liam to new ideas and helped him to think about the world and issues of 
injustice in new ways. He talks about National Public Radio programs that have taught him 
about economic inequity and racial inequity. He also mentions films like Harvey Milk, which 





critiqued for its implication of the need for a victim, particularly a victim of color, to be 
“squeaky clean” (Liam, Interview 2 part 2) in order to merit trust or sympathy. For all three 
participants, Media, in various forms, have served as an important resource in the 
advancement of their critical consciousness. 
Social Media  
Social media has been a source of information and exposure for Penelope, Charlotte, 
and Liam. Interestingly, all three participants, despite their differences in age, began to 
participate or increased their participation in social media around the time of the rise of the 
#BlackLivesMatter movement. For Charlotte, this was around the time she went to college 
and connected with CCC. At the time, a White man named Matthew, who is considered a 
MRO along Charlotte’s path, led CCC. Charlotte began participating on Facebook and talks 
about being influenced by the types of things that Matthew posted that drew attention to the 
ways in which “we as like White people who say we are here to support everyone are kind of 
ignoring the struggle that is happening in the Black community” (Charlotte, Interview 2).  
Since college, Charlotte has had social media accounts, like Facebook, that facilitate 
her exposure to thinking, opinions, and perspectives of her friends that hold a wide array of 
viewpoints. Reading their posts often brings into her awareness equity issues of which she 
had been previously unaware. People like Sula Mannix and Ms. Knepley (discussed above) 
share resources specifically relevant to equity and education. Other friends bring in articles 
and videos about other issues, such as how race impacts the framing of gun violence, 
critiques of colorblindness, and White privilege. 
For Penelope, her heightened engagement with social media also coincided with her 





people with whom she had contact, especially via Facebook. Facebook became an important 
venue through which Penelope gained information about issues of inequity, through articles 
shared and exposure to perspectives of those directly affected by things like racism and 
police brutality. Penelope says,  
It was just the constant inundation of, you know, ‘this kid is related to me or looks 
like me’. And- and, ‘This happened to him and this kid looks like me and this 
happened to her.’ Um, that really made me start thinking about just like how- how 
pervasive and how prevalent it was and how it was—it was happening all the time. 
(Penelope, Interview 2) 
 
Penelope is critical of social media in general, and only half-jokes that she thinks the world 
would be better off without it. However, she also credits social media for increasing the 
amount of access that people like her have to the experiences and perspectives of 
marginalized folks. She credits this access to the ease and speed with which people can 
compose and share their own stories and perspectives on social media, compared to other 
points in history. She says,  
I think it’s been really helpful just because you can see a lot more of other people’s 
perspectives when, you know, 10 or 15 years ago, um, you would only have people 
that you talked to, and it can be really hard for people to talk about it, but it’s a lot 
easier to share things on social media and talk there. (Penelope, Interview 2)  
 
Articles she reads often also provide her new words or frameworks for thinking about issues 
of inequity. As her involvement with APSE has increased and flooded over into her social 
media usage, she also utilizes social media to engage in political organizing and to access 
ideas for engaging with social justice issues in her classroom.  
For Liam, in addition to exposing him to new experiences and perspectives, he also 
talks about how social media has introduced him to new vocabulary. As discussed earlier, he 
recalls that it was through reading online about Trayvon Martin’s death, and reactions to it, 





delivered an ill-conceived Oscar’s speech that attempted to call for equality in wages for 
women, but in doing so further marginalized LGBTQ people and women of color. The 
plethora of pieces penned online in response to and in criticism of that speech were what 
introduced Liam to the term “intersectionality.” Language, vocabulary or simply “words” 
(Penelope, Interview 2 Part 2) are also a resource that has played an important role in 
participants’ critical consciousness development.  
Words 
 In contrast to the physical and digital resources discussed above, words have served 
as a conceptual resource for participants in advancing their thinking about and understanding 
of issues of inequity. All three participants discussed, in various ways, the ways in which 
gaining language, terms, or words to talk about and think about issues of inequity has helped 
them along their paths of critical consciousness development.  
 As mentioned above, Liam’s engagement with various forms of media and social 
media has been one of the main drivers of his vocabulary development related to social 
justice in the past several years. Liam explains that, for nearly all of the social-justice related 
vocabulary that he has learned, by the time he learned it he was already familiar with the 
concept but simply had not had a word or words to describe it. He explains,  
The terminology for putting things into words comes after we’ve observed it. We 
might not know what we’re observing in the moment, and so it sometimes makes me 
feel like, “Wow, it was really late when I discovered this.” But, in truth, there were 
observations kind of leading up to it or building toward it. (Liam, Interview 3 Part 2)  
 
Others, through their words, can help solidify those thoughts or ideas. Liam explains that, 
“it’s kind of like the perfect way of somebody saying something that, you know, you were 
thinking that brings a bunch of disjointed thoughts together or provides clarity with it or 





Penelope discusses a similar concept, in explaining how words have played an 
important role in her own critical consciousness development. She refers to various points 
along her path in which she knew or felt something was wrong, but lacked the words to be 
able to articulate what the problem was. She talks about this when describing the time her 
education program rejected an essay she wrote about Trayvon Martin; she did not have the 
language, at the time, to push back on that rejection and argue her point. When Freddie Gray 
was killed around the time that Penelope was in Push Forward, she recalls hearing White 
people challenging White supremacy as a factor in his death on the grounds that there were 
Black police officers involved in his killing. She explains that at the time, “I kind of hit a 
block there because I knew that that was wrong, but I didn’t know why it was wrong” 
(Penelope, Interview 4). She found herself somewhat paralyzed, explaining, 
I didn’t know what to say and I didn’t know what kind of questions to ask or who to 
ask them to, to be like ‘This person is not, this, this can’t be right because it just 
doesn’t make sense.’ But I didn’t know who to turn to for that. (Penelope, Interview 
4)  
 
In Push Forward, Penelope learned about the “school to prison pipeline” (Penelope, 
Interview 2 Part 2), a concept and term that finally provided her with words for some of the 
questions that she had had about educational inequity. As she moved into the classroom, she 
continued to develop her vocabulary through attending trainings, reading books and simply 
speaking with people who talk explicitly about concepts like White supremacy and 
intersectionality. Penelope believes that developing her vocabulary in this way has equipped 
and empowered her for actively engaging issues of inequity in her school. She explains,  
The fact that I can grow that kind of vocabulary to be better and better at combating 
White supremacy and classism in my practice in school in the classroom with other 
people at school. And just in the larger world. Um, it’s great. It’s very, it feels very 






Penelope also acknowledges that there were points at which she wasn’t quite ready to 
understand a term or a concept. She provides the example of her exposure to the contrast of 
“equity” and “equality” in Dr. Wilson’s course in college. She explains that the course served 
to expose her to the ideas, but that they did not fully sink in right away. She says that they, 
“took a while to percolate” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2). Charlotte offers a similar 
explanation of her experience with the idea of privilege in Mr. Bernard’s class in high school. 
She recalls learning about the term “privilege,” but describes herself as “at that point, I still 
wasn’t really will-willing to hear that” (Charlotte, Interview 1). Charlotte and Penelope’s 
explanations of readiness, or lack thereof, for understanding or taking up a term converge 
with Liam’s explanation of words becoming useful to him after he already had enough 
foundational understanding of the underlying concepts that they simply provided terms for 
ideas that he was already developing.  
 As Charlotte describes her path, she ties in the importance of having “the right 
words” and having information to support her position or argument. Charlotte’s social justice 
education course in college prompted her to actively engage with words like privilege, 
explicit bias, and implicit bias.  This course had a specific focus on introducing these 
concepts and terms, and prompting students to construct their own definitions as they 
developed understanding. The importance of vocabulary becomes apparent as Charlotte 
describes, on multiple occasions, not feeling like she had the “right words,” (Charlotte, 
Interview 4) to support an argument or explain her thinking. She lacked them in high school 
when she was initially confronted with sexist comments from her male peers. Fortunately, 
she had some strong female classmates that set examples for her and she was able to learn 





through conversations with her female friend group, her social justice education course, and 
other educative, equity-focused experiences like CCC. These words and information helped 
her not only come to develop her own understanding, but also helped her feel more equipped 
to express her views on equity issues to others.  
Resources that participants’ encountered along their paths, such as books, videos, 
articles, and social media served to expose participants to new information, ideas, ways of 
thinking, and to stories of the lived experiences of those different from themselves. Words 
and language that participants gained along their paths also serve as resources for their 
developing critical consciousness. The cases of Charlotte and Penelope illustrate how 
participants often needed to have a basic understanding of a concept before the specific 
vocabulary became useful. Having the right words helped participants solidify ideas and 
understandings that they had already begun to form, as articulated in Liam’s case, and 
enabled them to better articulate their thinking and arguments with respect to issues of 
inequity.   
Mechanisms: How 
 Throughout the previous sections I have explained the why, where and when, who, 
and what of participants’ paths of critical consciousness. In this, final section, I address the 
“how” or the Mechanisms that enabled participants to advance their critical consciousness. 
Mechanisms are understood in the context of this work as the processes that contribute to the 
advancement of critical consciousness. Numerous mechanisms exists through which 
participants develop their critical consciousness over the courses of their lives. In this 
section, I discuss mechanisms that were particularly significant to participants’ paths of 





mechanism that provided participants some perspective on what it can be like to exist, even 
temporarily, in a non-dominant position. Experiencing and Resolving Contradictions is a 
process through which participants experience an event that contradicts, in some way, a 
preconception or understanding that they held about an issue of inequity or a marginalized 
group. Through the experience and resolution of that contradiction, critical consciousness is 
advanced in that domain. Observing is a mechanism that is discussed in two specific veins: 
Observing Marginalization and Observing Models. Observing Marginalization shows how 
the process of closely observing (by virtue of physical or emotional proximity) someone 
else’s experience of marginalization impacted participants’ awareness of those specific issues 
of oppression, such as class, race and gender. Observing Models is an important process that 
supports participants in connecting their critical consciousness and their thinking about 
education by seeing other educators engage in and discuss equity-oriented practice. Taking 
Action is a process through which participants engage in direct political action or action in 
the form of teaching. Through Taking Action, participants advance their understanding of the 
importance of engaging in action towards equity and of engaging students in that work. 
Engaging in Conversation is a mechanism through which participants talk with people in 
their lives about important issues relevant to social equity. These conversations are critical in 
advancing participants’ critical consciousness across all axes. Finally, Choosing to Learn 
describes the continual process in which participants decide, time and time again, to seek out 
and participate in activities that advance their critical consciousness across axes. I argue that 
this final mechanism is significant in undergirding the other mechanisms and also the other 
themes discussed throughout this chapter.    





 Despite participants’ dominant racial positionalities, as White people, they all cited 
various experiences of being marginalized or different that impacted their paths of critical 
consciousness development.  
 Penelope does not frame the experiences and challenges she has faced as a gay and 
Jewish woman as central to her developing path of critical consciousness. However, 
throughout the course of our conversations it becomes clear that through her experiences as 
both a gay woman and a Jewish woman, she has, herself, been marginalized at various points 
based on those social positionalities. As a gay woman, Penelope is acutely aware of political 
issues that impact gay people as discussed earlier in the passage of the state constitutional 
marriage amendment. The passing of the amendment was devastating for her. She expresses 
appreciation for teaching in Douglass, a city in which the political climate means that she is 
able to be out as gay to her students and not in fear of losing her job. She feels that if she 
were teaching in other parts of the state she would be putting her job in jeopardy by coming 
out to her students.  
As a Jewish woman in a state where Christianity is a dominant cultural and religious 
influence, Penelope has had many experiences of being proselytized to and being told she 
was going to hell because she was not Christian. Growing up in Burke City, she says that she 
did not feel ostracized for being Jewish and had friends that were Jewish. Later in life, 
however, when she joined a Jewish organization, she and other members had to take 
precautions to keep the location of the organization private for fear of antisemitism. I do not 
dwell on those experiences in the telling of her story because in her telling Penelope did not 
do so. Looking at her narrative as a whole, these particular experiences seem to provide 





students and their families, and society be, at best, unsupportive and at worst discriminatory, 
based on one’s social positionalities. 
Charlotte talks about experiencing sexism from her male peers in high school and 
college. She explains that male peers in high school would make comments like “Why aren’t 
you in the kitchen? Go make me a sandwich!”(Charlotte, Interview 1 Part 1). The comments 
of this nature centered on the idea of women’s proper place being in the home and in the 
kitchen, in the service of their male counterparts. She explains that, “My friends were more 
like trying to get a rise out of me, it was like more of a joke. But there were other people that 
genuinely, firmly believed that” (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1). In college, comments in this 
vein continued and sometimes became more vulgar, to the effect of “A woman’s place is on 
her knees” (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1). Charlotte also played on an Ultimate Frisbee team 
during college and remembers that she and the other female players were looked down upon 
by the men on the athletic field. During her trip to India, mentioned earlier, she experienced 
and witnessed overt sexism in a way that brought her awareness of the issue to a new level. 
She explains,  
In places in India, like women are treated so differently. And so I had to be very 
careful. Like, if there was a man in line, they’ll skip over you and they’ll talk to the 
man before they talk to you. You know, things like that. And men usually treat you 
very differently. I’ve never been cat called the way I was cat called in India. 
(Charlotte, Interview 2)  
 
Her trip to India also gave Charlotte a concrete experience being immersed in a totally new 
culture and a taste of what it is like to be different. In India, Charlotte was, for the first time 
in her life, the only White person in her space and was surrounded by a culture that was not 
her own. Charlotte recognizes that her experience as a White person in India, a place where 





cultures in the United States. The experienced did, nevertheless, require her to learn different 
languages and cultural norms and placed her in a circumstance where her whiteness was an 
oddity, rather than normative.  
 As discussed earlier, even Liam who occupies many dominant positionalities as a 
self-described cisgender, heterosexual, White man, recalled moving from the Midwest to the 
South as a child and struggling to communicate and socialize in a new culture. Trying to 
understand his new neighbors and classmates with strong southern accents, and having 
marbles, one of his preferred pastimes, not even recognized by his peers made for a lonely 
period for Liam that he recalls to this day. At a minimum, this experience raised Liam’s 
awareness of cultural difference by becoming the culturally different one. 
Experiencing and Resolving Contradictions 
 In their interviews, participants described episodes and events in which they 
experienced a contradiction that in some way pushed up against an understanding, or lack 
thereof, that they held with regard to social inequity broadly or one specific social axis, such 
as race, class, gender, or sexual orientation.  In this section, I discuss these episodes as 
participants grappled with this new, contradictory experiences, and often the cognitive 
dissonance that they wrought. By working through and resolving these contradictions, 
participants advanced their critical consciousness in important ways with respect to class, 
race, sexual orientation, and gender. These experiences often served to both normalize people 
of marginalized positionalities and to break down stereotypes and preconceptions that 





Penelope recalls being in her education program, which was overwhelmingly White 
in both faculty and student body, and becoming frustrated with the only Black classmate she 
had. She explains, 
We’ve been in class together. And the way she would respond to things we were 
reading or um she would...she would comment a lot. If the professor was saying 
something really quietly she would agree vocally. And that was not a cultural 
expression that...that White people do. You know we'll nod. I mean most White 
people. I can't speak for everybody. But we’ll, we'll nod or we'll say something once 
in a while. But in a...in the Black community especially in church people are 
responding constantly like it's a thing. And I had no idea because I had never been in 
a Black church before. So um it would just annoy me in class, I remember that. 
(Penelope, Interview 2) 
 
For Penelope at the time, these vocal ways of participating in a course were disturbing and 
unacceptable in that type of formal setting. However, later when she moved into her first full-
time teaching job, Penelope taught at a school with a faculty that included a large percentage 
of Black teachers. Interacting with these teachers at school and in faculty meetings has 
normalized those same cultural interaction patterns for her. After becoming used to these 
cultural interaction patterns enacted by her Black co-workers, Penelope reflected back on her 
time with her Black classmate and realized the conflict between what is now normal for her, 
and how she had reacted to her classmate in college. Penelope describes this, saying that 
now, “I feel a lot of shame thinking about how I responded to her [the Black student in her 
education program] because I have worked with many people who are like that in the last few 
years. And it seems very normal now” (Penelope, Interview 2).  
Charlotte is open about the fact that she had been exposed to and held harmful 
stereotypes about Black men, seeing them as scary and as criminals. She points to two Black 
men, in particular, that she interacted with during high school that counteracted many of 





about the significance of having him, as a Black male, as an authority figure, in that capacity, 
but also the impact that he had by virtue of who he was personally. She says that it was 
significant to see him,  
in such a positive light. He was so awesome. He was like the most happy, smiley 
person ever. And I think that his friendliness and his demeanor made me also check 
some of my stereotypes and understandings of, you know, who people are. (Charlotte, 
Interview 1) 
 
A Black male religious mentor that she had from her church, Mr. Fowler, also effectively 
challenged some of Charlotte’s preconceived notions about both Black men and about people 
who had been to prison. Mr. Fowler was a member and leader in Charlotte’s church. They 
came to know each other well during a mission trip that their church organized when 
Charlotte was in high school. Charlotte explains that, 
I feel like I definitely had an understanding of, “Oh, if you’ve been to prison…” you 
know, all these assumptions and stereotypes that have gone with that. And so, Mr. 
Fowler definitely did a good job of slaying many of those stereotypes and opening up 
this idea of, “just because something has been a big mark in my past, doesn’t mean it 
changes who I am and impacts” that sort of thing. (Charlotte, Interview 1) 
 
Charlotte’s personal and positive interactions with these Black men placed her stereotypes 
and preconceptions about Black men directly in conflict with the examples she had in front 
of her. Resolving that dissonance undermined those stereotypes and preconceptions.  
 Looking to Liam’s case, it is his preconceptions about women’s lack of agency that 
were confronted as Liam moved into late high school and college and made friendships with 
women he describes as “strong” (Liam, Interview 3 Part 1). As mentioned earlier, based on 
the gender dynamics modeled by his parents, Liam developed a conceptualization of women 
as largely lacking in their own agency. Towards the end of high school Liam recalls being 
openly challenged, and essentially corrected, by one of his strong female friends for 





I remember as a junior there being somebody who was in my US history class, she 
was a senior. And I remember her reacting to me dominating a conversation in a 
group and- and in a really just annoyed, a sharp way, like “Oh, well, why don’t we 
just do whatever you want,” or something, And- and it…putting me back and not-not 
being like resentful or angry about it. Being- being hurt by it, but also taking it to 
heart as like a- a real thing. (Liam, Interview 3 Part 1) 
 
As he moved into college, he developed a group of friends that was nearly all women, 
one of whom included his then girlfriend, later wife, Melody. Liam’s relationship with 
Melody is distinct from what his parents modeled for him at home. Liam talks repeatedly 
about how Melody has “always been strong” (Liam, Interview 3 Part 1). In their relationship, 
some traditional gender roles are reversed, with Liam taking on more of the cooking and 
Melody being handier with fixing things around the house. Taken together, his relationships 
and interactions with these strong women came into conflict with Liam’s previous notions 
about women’s lack of agency. Resolving this conflict left Liam with a better understanding 
of women as strong people with their own agency.  
Observing  
Observing, or making observations, is one of the fundamental ways in which human 
beings learn from each other and the world around us. Participants talk about observing in 
two specific ways that drove their critical consciousness forward. First, participants discuss 
times when they directly observed marginalization in some form.  These experiences led 
participants to have close, emotional connections to and understanding of those types of 
oppression, such as racism, economic inequity, and anti-Arab oppression. Participants also 
talk about the importance of having models to observe. In particular, models were important 
in participants’ abilities to connect their critical consciousness to their thinking about 
education and their roles as teachers, and in understanding the importance of engaging in 





Observing marginalization. Another mechanism that increased participants’ 
awareness and understanding of social inequity was directly observing marginalization. Here 
observing marginalization is defined as experiences that placed participants physically and 
emotionally in close proximity to situations that allowed them to see with their own eyes the 
experiences of those that are experiencing oppression or marginalization.  
 In Liam’s case, we can see an example of this in his friendship with Chris. Chris is a 
Black man that Liam has been friends with since their 9th grade year of high school. Liam 
describes Chris as “probably the most influential person in my life from high school” (Liam, 
Interview 1). In high school, Chris and Liam had a very deep friendship that included much 
time spent together outside of school on weekends and over summers. Liam slept over at 
Chris’s house on most Friday nights throughout the majority of high school. In contrast to 
Liam’s middle-class family, Chris lived with his single father and was “very, very poor” 
(Liam, Interview 1). Liam vividly recalls that, “On Saturday mornings his dad would make 
scrambled eggs, and it would be one egg that we would split” (Liam, Interview 1).   
Liam grew quite close with Chris and Chris’s father. During high school, Liam was in 
near constant conflict with his own father. In contrast, he found Chris’s father to be 
welcoming and accepting. Liam had a positive experience with this family and did not tie 
their poverty to any sort of a character flaw. Though he didn’t have an understanding of the 
ways in which economic inequity is the result of institutional factors until much later in life, 
Liam explains that 
I also never learned the completely opposite, and I think wrong message about, you 
know, ‘the poor are poor because they didn’t work hard enough’ or anything like that. 
That was never part of my thought process or anything. So there was never any 
judgment with it. Um, it was just something I observed, essentially. (Liam, Interview 






In this way, his observation of Chris’s poverty and home life helped to both raise Liam’s 
awareness of economic inequity, and to ensure that he did not develop the problematic and 
wrong notion that poverty was tied to individual failings.  
 As discussed earlier, Penelope spent a semester abroad in Israel that gave her a new 
environment within which to observe racism and oppression. She recalls one particular event 
that still stands out in her mind. She and some friends took a trip to the West Bank, where 
she witnessed a grandmother terrified and confused by Israeli soldiers at the border crossing. 
She explains the scene: 
She [the grandmother] clearly doesn’t really know what’s going on. She’s probably 
senile. She has a wedding ring on and the guard needs her to takeoff the wedding ring 
so she can go through the gate. Literally she’s an 80-year-old woman. None of this is 
necessary. Um, and she doesn’t want to take the ring off because she‘s saying she’s 
been wearing it since she married her late husband, you know, 60 years ago or 
whatever. Um, and she just starts sobbing and no one knows what to do. And the 
guard looks really flustered. And it was just, the whole thing was like really awful. 
And I have… I still remember exactly how I felt standing there watching that because 
it was the first thing…the first incident I saw personally that really made me question 
everything that Israel was doing. (Penelope, Interview 2)  
 
Penelope’s explanation that she still remembers exactly how she felt as she stood there 
watching highlights the significance of first hand observation in influencing her awareness of 
oppression within Israeli-Palestinian relations.  
In her first few weeks at Torrance High School, Charlotte recalls witnessing a student 
being kicked out of class for the first time in her life. A Black male student and her sewing 
teacher, Ms. Tierney, engaged in a verbal altercation, which started when Ms. Tierney got 
upset because the student was talking while she was talking. Charlotte remembers the student 
“cussing the teacher out,” (Charlotte, Interview 1), and that ultimately school security was 
called to remove the student from class. The episode was shocking for Charlotte at the time, 





remembers feeling like Ms. Tierney was justified in removing the student from class. It was 
only later, when she started to notice patterns of differential experiences across race in her 
school, that she came to reconsider the broader context of that interaction and critique the 
system within which it occurred.  
 Charlotte took sewing with Ms. Tierney throughout high school. Though Charlotte 
still remembers Ms. Tierney, and her own relationship with Ms. Tierney fondly, as she 
progressed through high school she started to be able to see the ways in which her 
experiences in this class, and in school more broadly, were starkly different from those 
experiences of students of color. Charlotte describes the class as typically consisting of the 
White students sitting near the teacher and receiving instruction, with most of the Black kids 
sitting further away. Once the White students would learn a particular skill, they would move 
out into the class and support the other students in learning the skill.  
For the first couple years, Charlotte did not reflect on this pattern and simply saw her 
participation in supporting the other students as a logical extension of her being supportive of 
her classmates, saying “Like the first and second years I was just like, ‘Oh, I know what I’m 
doing, I can help’”(Charlotte, Interview 1). In her third year, however, she explains that,  
it became very clear, just even the seating arrangements, you know, little things that 
started to connect. Because I was seeing like her desk would be here and then these 
level of seats would be all White students and the further you got away from her desk, 
the different it would be and I remember she wouldn’t even go down the row to talk 
to them necessarily. (Charlotte, Interview 1)  
 
She connects her ability to start to notice this pattern in this class to the general questioning 
that she was doing during this time period and her exposure to issues of gender, race, 
economic, and sexual orientation equity issues through conversations with friends and in 





inequity was contingent on its convergence with her growing awareness and questioning 
based in other experiences she was having. She was unable to see this problematic 
differentiation by race earlier on in her high school career, but as her awareness grew, so did 
her ability to see and observe this issue of inequity in front of her.  
 Observing models. Observing models is a mechanism that is evident in particular 
places along participants’ paths. If you will recall in the Influencer theme, one of the ways in 
which parents positively impacted participants’ critical consciousness development was 
through modeling the willingness and ability to change and grow in their thinking. This 
modeling established early on for Charlotte and Penelope, in particular, the understanding 
that it is not only possible, but good to grow and to change how you think as you learn. That 
it is okay not to have all the answers.   
As participants moved into their training and work as teachers, observing models 
became all the more important in participants’ connecting their critical consciousness with 
their thinking about education and their work as teachers.  As discussed in the Influencer 
theme, participants were profoundly impacted by seeing MRO educators enact the 
engagement of equity issues and education. For Charlotte, her equity coach, her librarian, and 
Sula Mannix collectively serve as strong models for what it looks like to wed critical 
consciousness with teaching practice. Her equity coach helps her craft units of study that 
center on issues of race and racism, and then co-teaches some of the lessons with her, 
allowing Charlotte to observe her in action. For Liam, observing Jerri and Karen engage 
topics like gentrification and affirmative action with students in the Dream program helped 
him understand the benefits and challenges of engaging in that type of equity-centered 





Lanedra, in particular, served as a model for taking a vocal stance against White supremacy 
in schools.   
That modeling appears to be important, not only in the context of teachers connecting 
their critical consciousness to their thinking about education and practice, but also in terms of 
their understanding that they, as White people, can do this work and have the responsibility 
to do so. Though Liam does not name the importance of having White people, specifically, as 
MROs in his path, they appear at multiple places in his narrative as people like his co-worker 
Grace, APSE leader Mark Samuels, and even the teaching artist with whom he partnered 
during his first year at Castile High School. Similarly, Charlotte has numerous White MROs 
that are influential along her path, as well. Matthew, the leader of CCC, was a White man 
who talked about and modeled specifically the responsibility that he and other White people 
had to play in fighting racism. At her school, both her equity mentor and her librarian are 
White MRO educators that serve as both models in practice and in taking seriously the 
importance of engaging in that work as White people.  
While those examples are more implicit, Penelope discusses explicitly the importance 
of having White models. In APSE, Penelope found models of White people engaged in the 
work of fighting White supremacy, which has been important for Penelope’s developing 
critical consciousness and engagement in activism related to education. She explains, “I had 
to see that model to know that it was possible, but I had to see other White people do it” 
(Penelope, Interview 2 Part 2).  
Taking Action 
In their interviews, participants’ talked about taking action and it has been impactful 





considered acts, deeds, or activities that aim at challenging inequities and prompting change 
toward the goal of justice and equity. In college, Liam participated for the first time in direct 
political action, marching on Washington, DC in opposition to the Gulf War. His friends at 
the time were largely drawn from an alternative college program (housed within the larger 
university) that he was part of; this program had a “crunchy, hippy, granola reputation” 
(Liam, Interview 2 Part 1), and tended to attract students with more progressive and 
alternative viewpoints.  This environment and peer group pushed him to be more aware and 
active with regard to matters of the environment and war. Much later, after he had been 
teaching for many years, Liam also took over as advisor for the National Honor Society 
(NHS) at D. P. Mosca High. Though Liam acknowledges that academic achievement has a 
role to play in the NHS, he sees it as being more about service than anything else. In his role 
as NHS advisor, Liam gained important experience connecting students with service and 
taking action to contribute to addressing challenges in their community. This experience 
engaging students with taking action was one way in which Liam’s path of critical 
consciousness started to converge with his thinking about education; it led him to recognize 
the importance of engaging all of his students, not just NHS students, in thinking about their 
community and ways to take action to address challenges and needs presented therein. In 
more recent years, Liam has come to take more direct action aimed specifically at issues of 
inequity as they intersect with education and his students’ lives. His involvement with APSE, 
discussed above, is the main avenue for this; his interactions with the organization and its 
members plays an important and ongoing role in Liam’s developing critical consciousness.  
APSE has also been instrumental in Penelope’s orientation to take action. APSE 





participate in APSE and in the political actions that APSE organizes. Direct political action 
and organizing with APSE have been important parts of Penelope’s path of critical 
consciousness in the last 3 years. Penelope jumped quickly into action with APSE just after 
she met Mark Samuels for the first time during her first year of teaching in 2015. The 
organization was still small then, but that same week she attended an action organized by 
APSE to petition the County Commissioner’s meeting for specific school budget items. She 
recalls that,  
I had no idea how it worked. I hadn’t worked. I’d never done organizing. Um, it was 
really scary to me but it also seemed like the only thing that was really going to get 
any actual changes for a school. Like anything practical, you know. Raised budgets 
and supplies that kids actually needed. (Penelope, Interview 2)  
 
When we talk about taking action against inequity, Penelope talks almost exclusively 
about her involvement with APSE. She explains, “From being in APSE is how I learned to 
take action and learned real ways of organizing people that actually got results” (Penelope, 
Interview 4).  As she learned about the history of unionization within the teaching profession, 
she started to look back on her college experience, and specifically her professors’ attitude 
that teachers should simply “grin and bear it,” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1) as antithetical to 
teacher organizing. In her early involvement with APSE, Penelope participated in protests, 
but was critical of the civil disobedience of some her colleagues. In talking about one of the 
early educator-led protests held in 2016, she explains,  
I remember being there and there were people who got arrested. And they had signs 
and they made a lot of noise during the meeting, and got themselves arrested during 
it. And at the time I remember thinking, ‘They’re making a fuss. This is unnecessary. 
We can protest without having to do this.’ Very much that like White response to the 






She is now embarrassed of having thought that way. She explains that after two more years 
working closely with those in APSE, she now understands the importance of civil 
disobedience and is willing to engage in it herself.  
Penelope’s emphasis on political action aligns with how she has come to see 
education as more fully contextualized within other factors that impact students’ abilities to 
learn, grow, and be healthy. She explains that in order to have any hope of education as an 
equalizing force,  
you have to have decent housing for families. You have to have lack of fear that 
they’re going to be deported. You have to have, um…I mean, you just have to have 
like basic human rights, and the fact that we don’t think of health care and housing 
and clean water and living wage and all those things as basic human rights is 
absolutely insane. (Penelope, Interview 4) 
 
That Penelope sees these elements as intertwined explains why she would view closing her 
classroom door and just doing the best she can as a completely unacceptable tactic for fixing 
the equity issues she sees.  
In Charlotte’s case, she is not at the point of engaging in direct political action, which 
she finds a little scary and for which she doesn’t feel equipped. However, she views her work 
as a teacher as a form of action. She explains, 
I feel like I’m not necessarily the person that’s gonna go march on DC, but I am the 
person that I feel equipped to go and build in this understanding in students. And so I 
feel for me, taking action….You know how you feel strongly purposeful in certain 
things like that. I didn’t feel like my role was in the marching kind of action. Or that 
kind of action. But I did feel like, if I can empower a whole nother generation to look 
at all these things differently, then we can… as they move forward, then we have a 
whole different conversation going. (Charlotte, Interview 4)  
 
Engaging students directly with issues of equity is central to Charlotte’s form of taking 





developed her understanding of how imperative it is to actively engage students with issues 
of equity in the classroom.  
As Charlotte moved from her teaching practicum into her role as a full time teacher at 
West Woods, she had the good fortune of teaching the same students that she taught during 
her teaching practicum. This eased her transition, as she was able to utilize many of the 
strategies that she had honed the year before in her work with them. In Charlotte’s second 
year of teaching, in which she started fresh with a brand new group of students, she began to 
really understand how she would need to adapt her own teaching to meet the unique needs of 
her new students. She explains, “The next group, I tried those things [strategies she used with 
her first class] and it just did not have the same impact and I lost a couple of kids and I ended 
up having to stop and change everything” (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 2).  In response to this 
challenge, Charlotte explains,  
And that’s when I started doing PBLs [project-based learning] on confederate statues 
and getting deeper into race conversations and that was a more racially diverse 
classroom than my last one I had. Then watching students drop what they were doing 
and engage in that. (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 2) 
 
Charlotte points to how impactful it was for her to see her attempts at more equity-focused 
pedagogy (such as projects that engaged issues of race, confederate monuments, or opened 
up opportunities for students to challenge the prescribed curriculum) really succeed in 
engaging students. Charlotte goes on, at length, discussing the amazing engagement she saw 
from students when she gave them the opportunity to participate in this type of learning. Her 
face lights up as she pulls out her computer and shows me example after example of projects 
that her students completed. When talking about how her thinking about social equity came 





to see equity-focused pedagogy engage students that she had struggled to engage earlier in 
the year. Speaking about one particular Black female student, she explains 
And giving her a chance to actually look at evidence of racism in her history and then 
do something about it was really impactful for that student. And watching how she 
engaged in that project way more than she engaged in any other project really hit 
home for me. And like okay, this is not just good teaching practice. This is not just 
something that my principal is really into, this is actually impactful to my students. 
(Charlotte, Interview 4) 
 
For Charlotte, stepping into teaching also helped her move concepts that she had 
learned through her coursework from abstract to concrete. She explains,  
So I had- I had all these things beforehand, but until they were my kids that I was 
solely responsible for and nobody else really was, that’s what became very real and 
hit me, ‘Okay, all those things really do have an impact on everything you do.’ 
Because I feel like while in college, it’s very fluffy in the clouds. Like, ‘oh yeah, that 
might be something, that might be something.’ But then you’re thrown into a Title 1 
school where it’s a reality in a sense, that I hadn’t seen before. (Charlotte, Interview 
4) 
By working as a teacher at West Woods, Charlotte was able to anchor concepts that had, in 
her coursework, been somewhat abstract, such as Funds of Knowledge or culturally 
responsive, to the reality of her students’ lives and the education system, rendering them 
much more concrete. 
Engaging in Conversations 
Overwhelmingly, engaging in conversations is the most common mechanism that 
participants referred to along their paths of critical consciousness. Given the significance of 
other people (see Influencers section) on participants’ paths of critical consciousness, it is 
unsurprising that conversing with others is a main mechanism for the advancement of 
participants’ critical consciousness. Engaging in conversation is possibly the most common 
way in which we, as human beings, interact with and learn from each other, and it is certainly 





Even in simply reviewing the themes already discussed, it is possible to see how 
certain Environments have been impactful on participants’ paths of critical consciousness 
based on the types of conversations that are common within them. Similarly, Influencers that 
have impacted participants’ paths have most often done so through meaningful conversations 
that they have had with participants. These conversations are woven throughout their lives, 
from conversations with parents when they are children to later conversations with more 
radical others. Here I provide specific examples of conversations that participants’ 
highlighted that have not yet been discussed in the other themes.  
As discussed earlier, Liam had a close friend, Chris, he met during high school and 
who has been an important influence throughout his life. Liam feels that Chris supported his 
education with regard to, “racism that still exists with stories of things he’d experienced” 
(Liam, Interview 1). Liam explains that conversations with Chris about race and racism 
typically happened peripherally, saying 
I mean my interaction with him, you know, how to – how to have fun basically. And 
it wasn’t always, it [race and racism] certainly wasn’t the focus. It popped up in lots 
of ways, where, you know, there would be, something where he would say, “Man, I, I 
could only, I could not get away with that, because I’m Black.” (Liam, Interview 1)  
Though generally not a central point to their interactions, race and racism were not 
topics that Liam and Chris avoided either. These moments, most often small and on the 
sidelines, were nevertheless significant in Liam’s developing awareness of and thinking 
about race and racial inequity.  Along his path of critical consciousness with respect to race, 
these interactions with Chris laid important foundational understandings about the 
significance of race in U.S. society that were built on later in Liam’s life. One significant 
conversation took place when Liam came home for a visit from college. Chris had struggled 





his first year of college, Liam came home on a school break and was hanging out with Chris. 
At this point, Liam held a newly ignited passion about environmental responsibility and 
recycling. The two sat in Chris’s house, drinking beer and talking. After finishing a beer, 
Chris got up and threw the can into the trash. Liam says, 
I said something about it. I was like, “Dude, you really oughta recycle.” And he was, 
he- and he looked at me sideways and was like, “You know..”, a- and he just ran off 
the list of things that had happened to him in the last couple days based on race. You 
know, just like, you know, “Somebody threatened to pull a gun on me and, you know, 
police, you know, a police officer hassled me and, you know, I got followed in the 
grocery store.” And, I mean, he just had this list of things like that. So, and then 
ended it with just something like, “So excuse the fuck out of me if I’m more 
concerned with something other than a damn can.” And I was like, “Yow!” (Liam, 
Interview 2 Part 1) 
This particular conversation with Chris helped Liam to understand the privilege that college 
and his own positionality had afforded him to be able to concern himself with issues like the 
environment. 
Charlotte’s case illustrates the importance of having a safe, supportive relationship 
within which to have conversations about issues of inequity. For Charlotte, high school was a 
time in which she started questioning what she had previously taken for granted and, 
specifically, she started to get curious about same-sex marriage and the constitutional 
amendment debate that was happening at the time. Despite her deep desire to understand 
more of what was going on with these issues, she remembers sensing a lot of anger on both 
sides of the issue, which made it difficult for her to feel like she could productively engage in 
conversations about the topic. At this point in her life, Charlotte was grappling with what she 
had been taught about biblical marriage, the broader marriage equality debate, and her new 
school context, in which she had teachers and friends that were LGBTQ-identified and a 
social sphere that was accepting of LGBTQ people. She recalls one girl, an out lesbian 





convince Charlotte to support same-sex marriage were confrontational and aggressive. 
Charlotte describes those conversations as having the effect of making her want to “push 
back even more” (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1) because of the girl’s combative approach. 
Charlotte contrasts these unproductive and combative conversations with more empathic 
conversations that she had with other friends. Charlotte found conversations that were more 
understanding of the fact that she was still figuring things out to be more productive for her. 
In college, Charlotte developed a group of female friends, discussed above, that provided a 
safe, supportive space for having difficult conversations. Charlotte describes how close these 
women’s friendships were, how much they loved each other, and how they “had such honest 
conversations with each other” (Charlotte, Interview 2). They each brought a unique 
perspective to the table, and their strong, loving relationships opened up space for genuine, 
respectful conversations that really helped Charlotte learn and grow in her thinking in ways 
that were not possible for her in the more confrontational conversations she remembered in 
high school. In these conversations, Charlotte felt safe enough to ask questions about others’ 
religious beliefs, and these friends were generous enough to provide thoughtful, engaged 
responses.  
 In Penelope’s case, conversations that she had with a mentor teacher, a more radical 
other educator, at the very end of her teaching practicum were very impactful. Though 
Penelope gained little from her full-time teaching practicum placement, for her last four days 
of her teaching practicum, she was able to go visit with Mr. Simmons, a White, male math 
teacher at Lakeside Middle School. Lakeside was not far from her original placement school, 
but served an entirely different population. The students at Lakeside were majority students 





more in her four days at Lakeside than she did in the many weeks she spent in her original 
placement. She watched as students moved from being engaged in Mr. Simmons’s classes to 
completely disengage in others. She describes it,  
I remember leaving the classroom when one of his classes was over, and it was the 
end of his planning and he took me to some other classrooms where the same kids 
from his class were at other people’s classes and they were completely different 
children. They, you know, weren’t paying attention, doing whatever they wanted, on 
their phone, that kind of thing. (Penelope, Interview 2) 
When Penelope talked with Mr. Simmons about this, he was quick to point out that this 
difference in engagement was not because he was a “miracle worker” (Penelope, Interview 
2); instead, he explained how he built relationships with students by listening to them and 
talking to them. He talked to her about how critical he was of those that believed that the 
challenges that they faced in their school were due to what students lacked in themselves. 
Penelope remembers him showing frustration that others in his building did not see the same 
greatness in the students that he did. These conversations were important foundational pieces 
for Penelope’s beginning to connect her thinking about inequity and education. She explains, 
He was the first teacher, White teacher especially, that I had ever seen- because there 
weren’t a lot of teachers I was interacting with that weren’t White first of all-, he was 
the first teacher, though, in a public school that I had seen who was acknowledging 
that it was actually harmful for there to be a narrative about, like, a savior teacher, or 
like that person who all the kids like, or the teacher that can deal with all the bad kids. 
He didn’t say it like that, but I remember from the conversation getting, like, there 
shouldn’t just be one person who these kids can look up to; all of their teachers 
should be like that. (Penelope, Interview 2) 
When Penelope talks about these conversations with Mr. Simmons and coming to 
firmly conceptualize how problematic the White-savior teacher narrative is, she explains that 
prior to these conversations she had already started to have an inkling that there was 





him articulate it clearly, helped her solidify her already emergent understanding and critique 
of the narrative.  
 As the most influential single mechanism that appeared in the data, the examples of 
engaging meaningful conversations provided here are but a few of the numerous references 
that participants made to conversations that have impacted their paths of critical 
consciousness over their life courses.  
Choosing to Learn 
 Rather than being conceptualized as a single mechanism, Choosing to Learn is a 
mechanism that, in many ways, encompasses the other mechanisms and, in large part, also 
encompasses or at least overlaps with most of the other themes. Certainly, some experiences 
that have shaped their critical consciousness development were not purposefully chosen by 
participants. Participants did not choose their parents and they often had no say in who their 
teachers were or what books they were assigned to read, even though some of those things 
have proven important influences on their critical consciousness development. Nevertheless, 
time and time again participants show the propensity, over the courses of their lives, of 
opting in to experiences that advance their critical consciousness development. The case can 
be made that participants have chosen to learn at almost every turn.  
Though social media was discussed thoroughly in the Resource section, I touch on it 
here, as well, because I wish to highlight the choice that undergirds this particular type of 
social media engagement. Engaging with social media in general is, of course, a choice. It 
would certainly be easy enough to participate on a variety of social media platforms and limit 
one’s exposure to a narrow swath of content that centers on entertainment (e.g. cartoons and 





one’s own critical consciousness is a specific choice to learn. Social media platforms allow 
users to choose who to follow and who to block, thereby expanding or restricting the content 
to which they are exposed. These participants choose to connect on social media intentionally 
with individuals and communities that expand their exposure to ideas and experiences 
outside of their own, which advance their critical consciousness.  
Charlotte explains that as she moved from high school to college, she began a period 
of very purposeful learning and exploring as she sought to move from simply questioning, to 
understanding and forming her own beliefs. Charlotte entered college and immediately began 
seeking out and engaging in opportunities to learn more about and gain more exposure to the 
experiences of others in relation to social equity issues. Her decision to join CCC (discussed 
previously) based, at least in some part, on the organization’s social justice focus provides 
one example, of many, in which Charlotte chose to put herself in a position to engage with 
and learn about equity issues. Charlotte sought out these opportunities in college in other 
ways, including her choice to attend a Christian camp focused on racial reconciliation, to 
participate in a university-sponsored privilege awareness activity, to engage in conversations 
and seek out the perspectives of those with experiences different from hers, and to actively 
research issues related to equity and justice on her own. During her teaching career she has 
continued this trend, seeking out mentorship and guidance from her district’s equity director. 
She explains that on many occasions she has sought him out personally to discuss questions, 
problems, or ideas she has about engaging equity issues in her classroom. Additionally, as 
discussed earlier, Charlotte continues to learn a lot online through conducting online research 
and by participating in social media, in which she opts to read articles and watch videos that 





In Liam’s case, the popularization of the internet in the early 2000s and eventual rise 
of social media provided him an important avenue for engaging in his own research and 
learning. As Liam increasingly made efforts to understand his students, their lives, and 
interests, the internet was an important medium through which Liam chose to learn more. 
Eventually his engagement online, in forums, reading articles, reading blogs, watching 
videos, and engaging with social media, became an important way that Liam expanded his 
knowledge and understanding of social equity issues. Conversations with his students would 
often prompt Liam to go home and do some online research to better understand their 
interests and the issues that they discussed.   
His engagement with these types of media are part consumption and part production. 
With regard to consumption, reading, listening to, and watching things helped Liam 
understand issues such as institutionalized racism and poverty differently; it also often 
provided personal stories to anchor and deepen his understanding. In terms of production, 
Liam talks about engaging in online argument or debate. Though he says that it sometimes 
feels like “spinning your wheels”(Liam, Interview 3 Part 1), he rationalizes it as practice that 
helps him be better able to articulate things, and better able to communicate with people that 
are sometimes “really difficult to communicate with” (Liam, Interview 3 Part 1). He also 
realizes that in the end he may not win someone over, but that the argument itself may have 
some benefit for the others who witness it. Liam’s choice to be involved with APSE 
represents yet another facet of his persistent and growing commitment to choosing to learn 
and educate himself purposefully on issues of injustice and action. As a social environment, 
APSE is a space where engagement with social justice issues is the norm, and the people and 





Penelope’s involvement with social media (discussed earlier in the Resources section) is one 
of the ways in which she chooses to learn and continues to advance along her path of critical 
consciousness.  
Considering Penelope’s case further, we can actually see an important experience on 
her path of critical consciousness that prompted her to begin making concerted choices to 
learn about things she was not learning in school. As discussed earlier, during her semester 
abroad in Israel, as she stood in the presence of numerous people who had different 
experiences and spoke different languages, Penelope recalls coming to understand that she 
had less to offer the world than she previously thought. She explains that this experience 
changed her mind about how she needed to exist in the world. It pushed her to purposefully 
seek out experiences and perspectives to broaden her own; she began to understand that her 
formal education, based in schools and classrooms, was failing to teach her a lot. She 
explains,  
It changed me a lot in terms of having an attitude where I was good at school. And I 
knew school was for me, and I could learn anything from books or just from, from 
reading about it. You know, I could learn it in a class to realizing that there was a lot 
that wasn’t being taught to me. (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2)  
Realizing this motivated Penelope to start, 
going out of my way to talk to people who weren’t White and who were from those 
areas. I mean, I just learned a million times more than anywhere else. Even if I wasn’t 
explicitly asking them about any of this stuff [equity issues]. I was just experiencing. 
Um…and that was the kind of thing that…I think changed, changed me a lot. 
(Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2) 
Like Liam, Penelope, too, chooses to learn through her involvement with APSE. Penelope’s 
involvement with APSE represents one of her most intentional choices to learn that has 
influenced her path of critical consciousness. As discussed earlier, APSE provides both 





talk about attending trainings with APSE. They both also highlight the importance of 
conversations (discussed previously) with members of that organization (formally and 
informally) that have supported their critical consciousness development. In Penelope’s 
interviews she discussed the impact of her choice to participate in an APSE-sponsored 
reading group. Together the group read and discussed a series of articles. For Penelope, the 
readings themselves were valuable, but she was also strongly impacted by listening to what 
the others in the group said as they made sense of the readings and, in particular, articulated 
how imperative it is for White people to take an active role in dismantling systems of White 
supremacy. Penelope explains,  
Hearing someone else say how important it is that White people are involved, not 
because they’re gonna be the ones to solve anything, but just because this isn’t a 
problem of people who aren’t White. This is a problem for White people to solve. 
And hearing someone say that and then having that…having that be an attitude that I 
could take up and I could understand and learn to keep being better about it, it, it felt 
really good It felt like something that I could do that was helpful instead of just being 
frustrated and just being, you know, the crying White girl, ‘Oh, this is all so bad!’ 
(Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2) 
I revisit the idea of conversations here to, again, highlight that most often participation in 
conversations that advance critical consciousness is also a choice to learn. Broadly speaking, 
participants choose to participate in these conversations and choose to learn from them.  
Continually learning, growing, changing. In the vein of choosing to learn, I want 
to point out the connection between participants’ choosing to learn and participants’ beliefs 
that their critical consciousness development is ongoing. Across the board, participants 
referred to their learning about issues of social inequity as ongoing. When I asked them 
whether their thinking about issues of social equity related to race, class, gender, and sexual 
orientation continued to change, they answered with ardent yesses and proceeded, without 





influence their thinking. Penelope, in particular, talks about this process of continual learning 
in terms of not becoming complacent and the need to be ever vigilant and cognizant of the 
ways that dominant narratives work to perpetuate oppression. She provides the example of 
her experience at a recent training she attended that touched on the topic of affirmative 
action. She says,  
You have to be constantly learning and constantly reminding yourself about how the 
narrative works, because even though I have had all of this other education, when she 
[the trainer] says affirmative action, my brain is still trained to think, ‘oh, policies in 
the ‘70s that gave Black people advantages in jobs and school choice,’ and that is not 
what it is. It is a broader…It’s a thing that mostly has benefited White people, but we 
just don’t name it as that. And to name it is really, really important. To, to point out 
that White supremacy is institutionalized and it’s not just it’s random White people 
who are racist. It is something that we all have to deal with. Um, and just constantly 
reminding myself of that, I think, is really important. You can never get complacent. 
(Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2) 
The decision to “never get complacent” is evidenced time and time again as participants 
demonstrate their commitments and rationales for choosing to engage in conversations, in 
experiences, and with people that continue to advance their critical consciousness 
development.  
Chapter 4 Summary 
In this chapter I have presented the findings of this study in terms of the five major 
themes found through the cross-case analysis of three individual cases. These themes, taken 
together, serve to answer the overarching and first sub-research question that asked about 
how participants described their paths and the experiences that they view as having been 
significant to their paths of critical consciousness. The first theme discussed, Motivators, 
illuminated how specific moral commitments drove the participants critical consciousness 
development. These moral commitments derived from specific life experiences including 





contextual factors, such as the #BlackLivesMatter movement, and more localized 
environments, such as organizations and communities, both positively and negatively 
influenced participants’ critical consciousness development. The third theme discussed was 
Influencers, or the people who played important roles in influencing participants’ thinking 
about issues of social inequity. Influencers in the role of More Radical Others, included 
parents, friends, teachers, students, and fellow educators. These influencers impacted the 
critical consciousness of participants by exposing them to new ways of thinking, new ideas, 
and to experiences outside of their own.  
The fourth theme, Resources, included the material and conceptual elements that 
served as supports along participants’ paths of critical consciousness. These included various 
types of media (e.g. videos, books, radio programs) and social media. These types of 
resources largely served to expose participants to different ways of thinking and to others’ 
perspectives and experiences. I also discussed words as a conceptual resource that 
participants found significant. Gaining exposure to words or language specific to issues of 
social inequity often served to help participants solidify and articulate their understandings of 
inequity issues.  
The final theme discussed, Mechanisms, describes the types of processes that have 
contributed to each participant’s path of critical consciousness. One such mechanism was 
Experiencing Difference or Marginalization, which raised participants’ awareness of specific 
equity issues or simply of what it can mean to be the one who is different. Experiencing and 
Resolving Contradictions was described as a process through which participants have an 
experience that contradicts a preconception or understanding they previously held about an 





consciousness is advanced in that particular domain. Observing was next discussed, with 
particular attention paid to the process of Observing Marginalization and Observing Models. 
Observing Marginalization was a mechanism in which participants, by virtue of physical or 
emotional closeness to a person or situation, were able to see for themselves the experiences 
of those experiencing oppression or marginalization. The detail with which participants’ 
recalled these experiences speaks to the profound impact they had on raising their awareness. 
Observing Models spoke to the significance seeing fellow educators and other White people 
engage in equity-oriented teaching and action. Observing Models in this way furthered their 
understanding of the overlap between critical consciousness and education and their 
responsibility, as White people, to engage in that work.   Participants also discussed Taking 
Action, which for some meant direct political action and for others, like Charlotte, meant her 
teaching. Taking action has served to advance participants’ understanding of the importance 
of engaging in direct political action and the importance of engaging students in taking 
action, as well. Engaging in Conversation is a mechanism that is woven heavily throughout 
most of the other themes discussed. Conversations, most often with Influencers, are the most 
common single mechanism discussed across all three participants. Simply put, talking to 
people about these issues matters. Finally, Choosing to Learn is the mechanism which, I 
argue, largely encompasses, or at least converges with, virtually all other mechanisms and 
themes. Developing critical consciousness requires a commitment to continually learning 
how to think and see the world in a different way, in a way that runs counter to the dominant 
narratives that are told. Through their decisions to engage in conversations, participate in 





to, in turn, use those experiences to inform their thinking, participants show how they have 
chosen to learn all along their paths.  
As explained above, these themes served to answer the overarching and first sub-
research questions, which asked broadly about the types of experiences that participants 
found significant along their paths of critical consciousness development. The second 
research question narrowed the scope and asked specifically how participants’ paths of 
critical consciousness development came to intersect with their thinking about education. It is 
difficult to parse apart participants’ broader critical consciousness development with their 
critical consciousness development as it came to intersect specifically with their thinking 
about education as the two are, after all, inextricably intertwined. Nevertheless, the findings 
point to three particular factors that appeared to specifically contribute more than others to 
participants’ developing critical consciousness as it pertained to their thinking about 
education and their teaching. The first is environments that are focused specifically on the 
intersection of equity and education. For Charlotte, that environment was her school, where 
racial equity is a key priority, which the school emphasizes by targeting resources (e.g. 
professional development, support personnel) and by making racial equity part of the ethos of 
the school community. For Liam and Penelope, APSE provides that environment. APSE is an 
association comprised entirely of educators that has an explicit organizational focus on 
“racial and social justice” (Liam, Interview 3 Part 2). Because of this emphasis, the 
organization’s actions and the conversations held within emphasized the ways in which racial 
and social justice intersect with its membership’s work and role as teachers within a public 
education system. These environments were critical spaces where participants came to 





explicitly with their work as teachers and their thinking about education. Often related to 
these environments, but not exclusively, more radical other (MRO) educators also played an 
important role in participants’ paths of critical consciousness as they intersect with their 
thinking about education. These MRO educators for Charlotte include people like her equity 
mentor, her principal, her librarian, and the district’s equity director. These people have 
provided critical support, mentorship and modeling as Charlotte has grappled with 
understanding how best to meet her students’ needs and to support them in thinking critically 
about equity issues they face and see in the world. For Liam and Penelope, certain co-
workers and fellow members of APSE have been, and continue to be, important influencers 
that help them further their understanding of how equity issues relate to education and their 
work as teachers. Finally, for Liam and Charlotte, their students have also played a role in 
advancing their understanding of equity issues as they pertain to education and their roles as 
teachers. Both participants talk about coming to understand how issues of inequity impact 
their students’ lives and, thus, their experiences at school. They also explain how students 
have made them more aware of implications of their own whiteness on their roles as teachers.  
In the next chapter, I discuss the relationship between these findings and the model of 
critical consciousness put forth as part of the conceptual framework, introduced in Chapter 2. 
I also discuss implications of these findings for teacher training and recruitment, limitations, 













CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
 This study set out to explore the paths of critical consciousness of White teachers 
over their life courses. In Chapter 1, I introduced the problem related to inequitable systems 
of schooling and the need for a more critically conscious teacher workforce. Traditional and 
dominant narratives of schooling (Giroux, 1989) in the United States lead us to view 
education as a great equalizer, despite the fact that it often upholds and maintains social 
inequity. Undergirded by beliefs in universalism, individualism, and meritocracy, the current 
school system largely attempts a neutral stance, which ultimately further marginalizes 
students of already marginalized positionalities (Vanneman et al., 2009); it also fails to equip 
students with the critical consciousness necessary to pursue purposeful change towards 
equity and justice. Critical consciousness, I argued, is a necessary element for addressing 
systemic bias and oppression in our schools and in society at large. I drew from Ladson-
Billings’s (2009) theory of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) in explaining the role that 
critical consciousness plays in teachers’ ability to enact culturally relevant, equity-oriented 
pedagogy, and from Freire (2005) to illuminate how the construct and process of critical 
consciousness, specifically, are conceptualized.   I further argued that, given their outsized 
presence in schools and privileged social positions, White teachers constitute a particularly 
important and interesting case to consider with respect to critical consciousness development.  
The study sought to answer the following research questions: 






How do participants describe their paths of critical consciousness?  
a. What experiences do participants view as significant to their paths of 
critical consciousness?  
b. How do participants describe how their paths of critical consciousness 
came to intersect with how they think about education? 
The findings, presented in Chapter 4, explored the major themes that resulted from the cross-
case analysis of three participants: Liam, Penelope, and Charlotte. In this chapter, I discuss 
the findings in light of the conceptual framework. I follow by exploring some key 
implications of the findings for schools of education and K-12 school leaders as they pertain 
to White teacher and teacher candidate education and support. Finally, I discuss the 
limitations of the study and implications for future research.  
Building on the Conceptual Model of Critical Consciousness 
As discussed above, Ladson-Billings’s (2009) theory of CRP provides the 
overarching conceptual framework for this study and explains the centrality of teacher 
critical consciousness to an equity-focused approach to education. This study sought to delve 
more deeply into the process of critical consciousness development for White teachers, 
specifically. In Chapter 2, I explained how I drew from Freire’s conceptualization of critical 
consciousness as both a construct and a process, to inform the design and aims of the study.  
Now I return to that model of critical consciousness development to discuss the 
relevance of these findings to that model. I argue findings provided in Chapter 4 serve to 
illuminate and elaborate the process aspect of the original model, providing us with a more 
detailed and complete lens within which to consider and analyze the process of critical 





themes for both teacher preparation and recruitment. Finally, I outline the limitations of this 
work and possibilities for future research.  
Elaborating the Original Model of Critical Consciousness Development 
Freire’s conceptualization of critical consciousness defines the construct of critical 
consciousness as consisting of two key components, action and awareness.  While the 
construct definition informed the sampling for this study, the aim of the study was to 
specifically explore the process of critical consciousness development for these White 
teachers.  The processual nature of the original model shows how experiences, action, 
awareness, reflection, and dialogue and their interactions are theorized to drive the 
development of critical consciousness forward.  All of those components are recognized as 
taking place within and being impacted by larger contextual factors. Figure 8 shows the 







Figure 8. Original Conceptual Model of Critical Consciousness Based on Freire’s Work 
(Process Emphasis) 
 
Here, I consider how the findings presented in Chapter 4 might enrich this model, 
providing a more detailed and fuller understanding of the factors that impact the critical 
consciousness development of White teachers.  In Figure 9, I map the major findings of this 
study onto the original elements of the model, with relationships articulated through the use 
of arrows. Figure 10 shows the proposed revised model of the process of critical 
consciousness development, based on this study’s findings, which expands the process 
component in the original model. In the next sections, I support these visuals with 
explanations of how the themes from this study relate to the original elements of the model 































































































Motivation: Considering Why 
 Following the analysis, perhaps the most glaring omission from the original model is 
any accounting for motive, or the reason that a person would choose to engage in the 
effortful process of critical consciousness development. The findings, which showed that 
each participant had a unique and concretely identifiable motive that propelled them forward 
along her/his path of critical consciousness development, suggest that motivation is a key 
element in understanding White teachers’ paths of critical consciousness development. In the 
revised version of the model, I have placed motivation across the bottom of the figure to 
illustrate the way in which it undergirds the entire process of critical consciousness 
development.  
Context: Broad and Local 
 In the original model, context was included as a general factor that was expected to 
impact the process of critical consciousness development.  These findings confirmed the 
importance of context in this process, and provided detail of two particular ways in which 
context was impactful on the critical consciousness development of these teachers. In this 
way, the findings elaborate the original model, showing that broader contextual factors, such 
as nationally televised events, and local environments, can both impact critical consciousness 
development.  However, beyond simply providing specification of these two types of 
significant contextual factors, the findings also illustrate the ways in which local 
environments, specifically, impacted the critical consciousness development of participants 
by being different or diverse from what participants typically experienced, or by embodying 
an ethos that placed a strong and evident value on addressing inequity.  





 In the original model, there are separate figures for “experience”, “action” and 
“reflection and dialogue,” all of which reciprocally impact awareness and each other. This 
study found that participants discussed a number of Mechanisms that described important 
experiences which, taken together, explained "how" their critical consciousness developed 
over time. Mechanisms provides an overarching frame that encompasses these various 
experiences, which would include the original elements “experiences,” “action,” and 
“dialogue.” A closer look at these findings reveals that the elements of “action” and 
“dialogue” can all be found within this list of mechanisms. The mechanism Taking Action 
directly connects with the original “action” (from the original visual model of Freire’s 
propositions).  The mechanism Engaging in Conversations relates directly to the original 
element “dialogue.”  
Additionally, the list of mechanisms provides concrete examples of the various types 
of “experiences” that impact participants’ critical consciousness.  In this way, the findings 
elaborate the generic category of “experience” that appeared in the original model, providing 
specific mechanisms which positively impacted participants’ critical consciousness 
development. The findings suggest that in addition to action, reflection, and dialogue, 
mechanisms like experiencing and resolving contradictions, experiencing difference or 
marginalization, and observing all impact participants’ critical consciousness development, 
as well.  
Reflection 
Participants did, from time to time, utter phrases like, “it really made me reflect” 
(Charlotte, Interview 2), or “it would be later that I reflected on that” (Liam, Interview 3 Part 





showed some evidence that might have indicated reflection as it is typically thought of (in 
terms of thinking back on something), when they would describe experiences from earlier 
parts of their lives and how they saw them differently later.  
Even though the participants did not explicitly center reflection in the recounting and 
discussion of their experiences, I argue that a revisit to the conceptualizations of reflection, 
action, and dialogue, put forth in Chapter 2 reveals evidence of how reflection is, at least 
implicitly, at play.  In Chapter 2, I explain how Freire’s conceptualization of dialogue 
inextricably intertwines with action and reflection. Freire explains that reflection and action 
serve as two dimensions of dialogue (Freire, 2005).  He explains that dialogue itself can be 
considered a type of action because, “to speak a true word is to transform the world” (Freire, 
2005, p. 87). Furthermore, he consistently discusses dialogue as paired with action and/or 
reflection.  I also acknowledge that this confounding and overlapping of concepts can muddle 
comprehension of their interrelationships; it is for this reason that the original model 
provided was slightly simplified. The key understanding is, however, how Freire understood 
the three (dialogue, action, & reflection) as so deeply interwoven within the process of 
critical consciousness development that failure to engage one would nullify the process of 
critical consciousness development; that is, critical consciousness is not developing in the 
absence of any one of these.  Reflection, undertaken without Action, is mere “verbalism” 
(Freire, 2005, p.125). Along the same lines, action, in the absence of reflection, is reduced to 
“activism” (Freire, 2005, p.125).   In Chapter 2, I also provide a definition of reflection as a 
“meaning-making process that moves a learner from one experience into the next with deeper 
understanding of its relationships with and connections to other experiences and ideas” 





engage in along their paths of critical consciousness as they attempt to generate meaning and 
understanding from experiences and ideas.  
Therefore, based on the theory just discussed, we are to understand that dialogue and 
action are always taking place alongside reflection throughout the process of critical 
consciousness development. I have established, through documenting participants’ paths of 
critical consciousness that, indeed, the process of critical consciousness development was 
taking place; I have also established that participants were engaging in both dialogue and 
action along their paths of critical consciousness development. Therefore, I conclude that 
reflection is present, albeit implicitly, as the “meaning-making” (Rogers, 2002) processes in 
which participants engaged to advance their consciousness and understanding based on those 
experiences.   
More simply put, participants had to engage in reflection as a meaning-making 
process in order to actually advance their critical consciousness as a result of the types of 
experiences and influences discussed in the findings. A conversation is just a conversation 
until a person chooses to reflect on it and learn from it by actively engaging with the ideas 
and experiences shared, reflecting on how those connect to, converge with and diverge from 
one’s own. Observing something is simply observing it, unless a person chooses to grapple 
with what they have seen and reflect on how that observation relates to what they previously 
thought or knew. Though the process of reflection was not typically named as such by 
participants, there is ample evidence (argued above) that it was present in the meaning-
making that participants engaged in all along their paths.  Reflection is the element that 





This understanding, now situated within these participants’ paths, has illuminated the 
imperative role that reflection, as a meaning-making process, plays throughout the process of 
critical consciousness development. Therefore, in the revised model, reflection is placed as a 
mediating element between mechanisms and awareness; through reflection, participants’ 
make sense of their experiences (mechanisms), resulting in increased awareness and 
understanding. This placement highlights the central way in which reflection is necessary for 
the development of critical consciousness.  
Influencers: Who is Important 
 The people that participants interacted with throughout their lives played a very 
important role in their developing critical consciousness. The original model did not include 
any explicit reference to others that would be engaged in an individual’s critical 
consciousness development, though it can be argued that others were implied by the 
inclusion of the element “dialogue.” In this study, Influencers provided participants with 
exposure to new ways of thinking, new ideas, and new perspectives. Through their own 
example, they showed participants that it was not only possible, but important to grow and 
change. They modeled equity-oriented ways of teaching, thinking about, and engaging in the 
educational system. They also shared with participants about their life experiences, helping 
broaden participants’ awareness of how inequity and oppression manifested in the lives of 
those they knew and cared about. Influencers impacted directly participants’ experiences 
(Mechanisms), sometimes by simply being observed, but often as conversational partners. 
The findings not only show us that Influencers are important, but show us specifically who 





The addition of this element to the model is crucial because it specifies the 
importance of other people in the process of critical consciousness development. It 
emphasizes that this process is a social one, rather than one that is centered only in the mind 
of the individual.  This is consistent with Freire’s emphasis on the social nature of the 
process (Freire, 2005), and illuminates the need to address the social element of the process 
more directly in the model.  This study suggests that it is inadequate to imply the presence of 
others within this process (dialogue); influencers play a significant role and should be 
considered a part of this model in their own right.   
Resources: What Participants Engage With 
 While people were certainly significant to participants’ critical consciousness 
development, the findings show that the material and conceptual resources that participants’ 
engaged with were significant, as well.  Resources was another element that was not 
represented in the original model. I show Resources as connected to the Influencers, who 
sometimes provide them (recommending books, posting articles on social media), and to the 
Mechanisms through which participants engaged them. I also connect resources specifically 
to dialogue and reflection because the conceptual resources (words and language) that 
participants discussed served as tools for them to both think and communicate with about 
their ever evolving thinking about social equity issues. This study has elaborated the original 
model by revealing Resources as a factor that impacts participants’ critical consciousness 
development.  
Revised Model 
   In light of these findings, I propose a revised model (see Figure 10, p. 203) of the 





elaborate elements from the original model, and also reflects the reconceptualization of 
“experiences,” “action,” and “dialogue” as falling under the umbrella of Mechanisms, 
alongside other mechanisms revealed during analysis. The revised model also shifts 
Reflection to a mediating element between Mechanisms and awareness; this is meant to 
represent the way in which Reflection serves to mediate experiences, through meaning-
making, so that they advance awareness and understanding. The model also includes 
Motivation as an arc that undergirds the entire process. Furthermore, the new model includes 
components for Resources and Influencers; as I argued, above, these elements were shown to 
be important features of participants’ critical consciousness development.  
 
Implications 
White Teacher and Teacher Candidate Recruitment and Selection 
As discussed in Chapter 2, earlier scholars have suggested that teacher “dispositions” 
(Villegas, 2007) and “beliefs” (Ward &Ward, 2003) play an important role in how those 
teachers develop (or do not) their own cultural competence and critical consciousness.  Gay 
(2010) highlights the important “moral and ethical conviction” (p. 211) that must undergird 
teachers’ development of culturally responsive teaching.  Howard (2001) echos a similar idea 
when discussing the “will and the courage” (p. 147) necessary for teachers to learn about the 
life, culture, and history of their African American students.  Similarly, Buehler and 
colleagues (2009) highlight the “affective qualities, such as courage, will power, and 
tenacity,” (p.409) that White teachers must possess in order to persist through the challenges, 
both cognitive and affective, of becoming CR teachers. The findings of this study with regard 





literature by providing further illustration and articulation of the ways in which these 
elements can impact teacher critical consciousness development.   
In Chapter 4, I explain the importance of motivation to each participants’ path of 
critical consciousness development.  The findings suggest that engaging in the type of 
purposeful, effortful, extended work that is necessary for critical consciousness development 
requires a foundational motivation, a reason why.  Proper motivation was essential for these 
participants to make that commitment. Motivations encompassed the passions, beliefs, moral 
commitments, and rationales that undergirded participants’ paths of critical consciousness 
development. For Charlotte, it was her Christian faith, with an emphasis on God’s love for 
everyone and understanding of God as a fighter of injustice. For Liam, it was his firm 
commitment to connecting beliefs and action. For Penelope, it was her strong sense of right 
and wrong, combined with her belief that if you see something wrong, you should do 
something about it.  These elements provided the motivation for all of them to keep walking 
down the path, evidenced in their choices, time and time again, to learn.  
The fundamental role that motivation and choosing to learn play in impacting 
participants’ critical consciousness suggests these characteristics of teachers and teacher 
candidates warrant attention if we wish to hire teachers for our classrooms and admit teacher 
candidates into our programs that are likely to engage productively in the process of critical 
consciousness development.  
The most straightforward approach may seem to be to look for applicants that already 
show evidence of critical consciousness in their thinking about education and the world. 
While I support this strategy, I believe the sad truth may be that bar may be out of reach for 





“passionate about social justice” responded to a screening instrument, described in Chapter 3, 
intended for the very purpose of detecting that type of critical consciousness. Of the 28 that 
submitted complete responses, only seven showed discernable evidence of critically 
conscious thinking about education. While they are certainly out there, requiring that teachers 
or teacher candidates already be thinking in this way before we hire or admit them may leave 
us with an unfeasibly small pool. To be clear, I am not suggesting that type of preexistent 
critical consciousness vetting should not take place; on the contrary, I think questions that 
engage applicants directly with issues like racism, sexism, homophobia, and economic 
inequity can and should become part of our hiring and admissions processes.  However, I 
suggest that we cannot limit ourselves only to those that already show evidence of critical 
consciousness.  Given our current teaching force and teacher candidate pool, I propose that 
we must also seek individuals that show evidence of motivation and a history of choosing to 
learn that may indicate their willingness and drive to engage in the difficult process of critical 
consciousness development.  This is all the more appropriate given that there is much 
evidence that suggests that attempts to engage White teachers in education toward critical 
consciousness are often met with resistance or apparent disinterest on the part of the teachers 
(McAllister & Irvine, 2000; Martin, 1995; Zeichner, 1994; Gay & Kirkland, 2003). As Seidl 
and Friend (2002) explain, “The development of sophisticated, culturally relevant pedagogies 
is a process that requires commitment over time and lived experience” (p.427). We must seek 
applicants who already show evidence of or motivation toward that commitment.  
From this perspective, it would behoove admissions and hiring committees to find 
ways to screen applicants for the types of motivations necessary for critical consciousness. I 





Garmon, 2004; Haberman & Post, 1998; Levine-Rasky, 2001) for finding teachers that will 
be more likely engage productively with the process of critical consciousness development. 
While Villegas (2007) recommends attending to the development of these “dispositions” 
(p.370), during teacher education; I suggest attending to them before we even hire teachers or 
admit teacher candidates. Perhaps this would involve targeted interview questions or open-
ended written prompts that would uncover potential motivations that teacher educators, 
district leaders, school administrators, and others could draw upon in order to support their 
critical consciousness development. Similarly, applicants’ past experiences could be 
reviewed for evidence of choices to learn about equity issues. If they have friends or peers of 
marginalized positionalities, can they provide examples of things they have learned by 
observing and listening to these people? Can they talk about books, movies, television shows, 
or articles that have changed their way of thinking or helped them see themselves or the 
world in a different way? Are they already choosing to learn? Do they make a concerted 
effort to engage in educating themselves outside of the classroom? If so, what types of 
resources do they use to help their engagement? What strong moral commitments and beliefs 
do they hold? What is important to them? How do they see those commitments and beliefs as 
evidenced in their choices and actions? How do these commitments and beliefs connect to 
their desire to teach or their work as teachers? Asking questions like these of and about 
applicants may help us select teachers and teacher candidates that will willingly and willfully 
engage in the work of critical consciousness development that is necessary for truly equity-
oriented and culturally relevant pedagogy.  





In the previous section, I discussed the implications of the findings for hiring teachers 
and selecting teacher candidates. Here I discuss implications for the education of teacher 
candidates and the support of in-service teachers toward the aim of critical consciousness 
cultivation. I argue that there are specific elements, suggested by the findings, to which K-12 
school leaders and schools of education should attend in order to better support the critical 
consciousness development of our teachers and teacher candidates.  
 Ensuring the presence of More Radical Other educators. As discussed in Chapter 
2, in previous literature, there have been various types of approaches suggested for engaging 
participants in the development of cultural competence, multicultural teaching capacity, and 
(less frequently) specifically critical consciousness. Some strategies suggested include 
participating in consciousness raising groups (Greeley, Garcia, Kessler, & Gilchrest, 1992) 
and community inquiry groups (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999).    There is also literature that 
attends specifically to the influence of purposively designed educational experiences for 
critical consciousness or CRP (e.g. Johnson, 2011; Ladson-Billings, 2001; Zamudio et al., 
2009; Hill-Jackson, 2007; Beilke, 2005; Sleeter, Torres & Laughlin, 2004; Young, 2010). 
The tendency in this body of literature is, however, to attend to the “what” and not to the 
“who” in these experiences.  Though nearly all of the programs and strategies discussed 
involve at least some social component (meaning that other people are part of the activity or 
process), the direct discussion of the “who” is not entertained.   As I argued earlier, the 
salience of Influencers in participants’ paths speaks to the necessarily social nature of critical 
consciousness development; the development of critical consciousness is not a process that is 





considering “who” is present with our pre-service and in-service teachers who are working 
toward critical consciousness development, not just “what” they are doing.   
 The importance of the More Radical Other (MRO) helping participants connect their 
developing critical consciousness with their thinking about education and their practice was 
abundantly clear in the findings. MRO educators were educators (broadly defined, including 
fellow teachers, principals, librarians and former teachers turned activists) who were further 
along (than the participant) in their development of critical consciousness and/or 
understanding of a certain issue of inequity at a given point in time. These MRO educators 
were typically further along specifically in terms of their critically conscious thinking about 
education. This finding suggests the need to pay close attention to the educators and leaders 
that staff our school buildings and our schools of education.  
 The findings show that not only were the conversations that MRO educators had with 
participants significant to their critical consciousness development, but so was the modeling 
that they did. As discussed in Chapter 2, Gay and Kirkland (2003) name modeling and 
translating conceptual multicultural elements to possibilities for practice as two of the key 
components for engaging White pre-service teachers in critical consciousness development. 
In this study, MRO educators often showed participants that not only was critically 
conscious, equitable pedagogy possible, but also provided examples of how it could be done. 
They connected some of the theoretical to practice.  
For K-12 school leaders, do teachers in our school buildings have MRO co-workers 
whom they can observe and “see in action” to learn what it can look like to engage in 
culturally relevant, equity-oriented pedagogy? For schools of education, how are we 





can shape their thinking and practice in this way? Also for schools of education, who 
constitute our faculty? Is the development of critical consciousness central to who they are, 
the work they do, and how they teach our teacher candidates? If we, as school leaders and 
teacher educators, want teachers and teacher candidates to advance in their critically 
conscious thinking about education, we must ensure they have MRO educators with whom to 
engage in this work.  The importance of having critically conscious teacher educators has 
been argued by other scholars (e.g. Justice & Tenore; 2017, McDonough, 2009), and in that 
way, this work supports theirs.  Asking these questions can help to ensure that White teachers 
and teacher candidates have access to MRO educators that can help them develop critical 
consciousness and connect that with their thinking about education and work as teachers.  
 Based on the findings, I also contend that it is important that we attend to the need to 
have White MRO educators in our communities to serve as models for White pre-service and 
in-service teachers.  None of the literature that I reviewed highlighted the importance of 
having White teacher mentors for guiding White pre-service and in-service teachers towards 
critical consciousness. As I explain in Chapter 4, the modeling and influence of White MROs 
was important.  All participants provided examples of White MROs that had impacted their 
paths, and Penelope, specifically, addressed the significance of having White models in her 
critical consciousness development. I feel the need to mention again here, as I did in Chapter 
1, that my argument is not that we need more White teachers or that White teachers are our 
best bet for attaining more equitable educational environments.  I believe we have a very 
significant need for more teachers of color. The suggestions I make, herein, are appropriately 
contextualized within the current realities of teacher demographics that are, unfortunately, 





conducting professional development, and in schools and colleges of education. My 
suggestion, therefore, to ensure that our K-12 schools and schools of education have White 
MRO educators is not meant to suggest that we need more White educators, broadly; I 
suggest, rather, that we must ensure that we have White MRO educators in these spaces if we 
wish to support the critical consciousness development of White teachers and teacher 
candidates.  
Providing environments with an equity ethos. The findings suggest that supportive 
environments can play an important role in critical consciousness development. These 
environments can be bounded physically, organizationally, or simply socially. Previous 
literature suggests that, especially for beginning teachers, early experiences in schools can 
reinforce negative beliefs that they have about marginalized students (Buehler, 2009; Causey, 
Thomas, & Armento, 2000; Cross, 2003). School context can play an important role in 
beginning teachers’ socialization and experiences (Achinstein, Ogawa, & Speiglman, 2004; 
Flores, 2006; Flores & Day, 2006; Kelchtermans & Ballet, 2002;  McGinnis, Parker, & 
Graeber, 2004). These studies, however, do not examine how these school contexts influence 
teacher critical consciousness development.  In this study, environments that were 
particularly influential in participants’ critical consciousness embodied an equity ethos. 
Examples of these include Charlotte’s school, which has an explicit racial equity focus, and 
the Association of Public School Educators (APSE), which has been important for both 
Penelope and Liam. The emphasis and value placed on equity and developing understanding 
of inequity were defining characteristics for these places.  
This study’s findings suggest that it is imperative that we shape our schools and 





2007: Sleeter, 2012; Aronson and Laughter, 2016) have argued that this type of 
transformative teacher education requires that programs be totally reconceptualized and 
social justice and culturally relevant pedagogy be integrated throughout the entire program.  
Culturally relevant pedagogy cannot be the focus of just one course or addressed by only a 
few faculty members (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Ukpokodu, 2007). This converges with other 
literature on teacher learning, which emphasizes the importance of “programmatic 
conceptual coherence” (Feiman- Nemser, 2001). Issues of equity must be incorporated across 
all facets of coursework and program structures. Equity must be central to the very ethos of 
the program. This requires purposeful crafting of mission statements, selection of course 
objectives, instructional choices, criteria for mentor teachers, and hiring of faculty members. 
Equity must be a top priority and must be readily evident to all of those involved.  
For K-12 schools, the recommendation is the same: an equity ethos must be 
cultivated. A great deal of responsibility for this type of shift may fall initially to school 
leadership, who typically play a strong role in setting the tone and priorities within a school 
building. School leaders make decisions about hiring and firing, which ultimately impacts 
who constitutes the school community of educators, and whether or not those folks are on or 
seek to be on the path of critical consciousness. School leaders also make choices about 
professional development and learning that happen within the building. I say that the 
responsibility for this type of shift may initially fall to school leadership because they hold so 
much power, but in the end, for a critical consciousness-supportive environment to flourish, 
all members of the community (staff, teachers, parents and students) must ultimately be on 





Beyond K-12 schools and schools of education, the findings also suggest that 
purposeful engagement with extant equity-focused environments could serve to help teacher 
educators and school leaders support the critical consciousness development of teacher 
candidates.  Large, formally recognized organizations, like APSE, seem an obvious resource 
that could and should be partnered with by K-12 schools and schools of education. We must 
ask: What are our relationships with these organizations currently? What can we do to 
support teachers and teacher candidates in becoming involved with them?  These 
organizations would provide teachers and candidates a supportive environment within which 
to develop their critical consciousness and a network of MRO educators with whom to do it. 
This point is particularly salient for schools of education, which would be served well by 
helping their students connect to these types of supportive environments to foster their 
continued growth and support as candidates move forward and leave programs. This type of 
ongoing support is particularly important in light of the significant challenges in shifting 
from thinking theoretically about issues of equity to applying them in practice. Buehler 
(2009) and colleagues discuss the “fraughtness,” (p.408) involved in this process for early 
career teachers.  Ensuring that teacher candidates make the transition into full-time teaching 
with a network of MRO educators in place and an environment which supports their critically 
conscious approach to education might increase the likelihood that they are able to make that 
transition successfully and continue along their path.  
Finally, school leaders and schools of education can and should encourage teachers 
and teacher candidates to develop their own social groups that are equity-centered. 
Harkening back to the importance of participants’ choices to learn throughout their paths, it 





responsibility of engaging in and organizing their own education toward educational equity. 
Minor supports, such as seed money for starting a book group or providing meeting space for 
teachers to host their own equity-focused events, are small ways in which we can encourage 
this type of engagement and help teachers and teacher candidates cultivate their own 
supportive environments.   
Promoting Critical Consciousness in Service of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 
This study aimed to illuminate and develop our understanding of teachers’ paths of 
critical consciousness over their life courses. I return, here, to the argument made in Chapter 
2, which outlined the pivotal and foundational role that teacher critical consciousness plays in 
the pursuit of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP). I aim to elucidate how the findings and 
implications of this study relate to CRP in theory and practice. 
 In Chapter 2, I argued that CRP is fundamentally a theory about how 
teachers think about themselves, their students, the curriculum, and the world.  I explained 
CRP as an equity pedagogical approach that is built on teachers’ critical consciousness. 
Three major tenets and three theoretical underpinnings constitute the theory. The tenets 
provide the aims of CRP for student outcomes: 1) academic achievement, 2) cultural 
competence, and 3) critical consciousness. The theoretical underpinnings articulate the ways 
in which culturally relevant pedagogues think about themselves and others, the structure of 
social relations, and knowledge. Teacher critical consciousness, either implicitly or 







Figure 11. Connections between Teacher Critical Consciousness and CRP 
 
From that understanding, there proceeds a basic logic model (Figure 12): in order for 





develop critical consciousness which intersects with their thinking about education and their 
practice22.   
Figure 12. Logic Model and Contribution of the Study 
 
Based on that logic model, this findings from this study extend the theory of CRP by 
providing an elaborated and revised model of the process of critical consciousness 
development, specifically for White teachers. The original theory of CRP focuses on what 
students should be able to do and specific ways that CR teachers think, but does not provide 
information about how teachers come to think in that way.  This study, by focusing on the 
process of teacher development of critical consciousness that must precede CRP cultivation 
and enactment, extends the theory by providing a wider, longer angle view of CRP (Figure 
12).  
Beyond extension of the theory, the implications that I outline above connect these 
findings to practice by making suggestions for how to better select and support teachers 
toward the development of critical consciousness and, therefore, ultimately CRP.  As 
discussed in Chapter 2, too often equity-pedagogy approaches, such as CRP, are 
marginalized in our teacher education programs and teacher professional development 
(Sleeter, 2012); when provided as one-off trainings or courses, this approach is entirely 









critical consciousness development that is foundational to CRP.  The implications outline the 
importance of creating an equity ethos in schools and schools of education and connecting 
teachers with other environments that center equity as a core value. Furthermore, these 
findings and implications make it clear that who we are hiring and selecting and who 
constitutes the communities of practice and learning in which our teachers and teacher 
candidates are engaged is vitally important to the successful development of critical 
consciousness and, by extension, CRP.   
Limitations and Possibilities for Future Research 
This study examined the life-course experiences of three White teachers who showed 
evidence of critical consciousness in their thinking about education.  Their life histories were 
explored and analyzed in order to discern what experiences had influenced their thinking in 
that way. The findings of this study have provided important elaboration of elements of 
Freire’s conceptualization of critical consciousness development and have resulted in the 
proposal of a modified model that takes new and more detailed factors into account.  They 
have also provided suggestions for ways that K-12 school leaders and schools of education 
can better hire, admit, and support teachers and teacher candidates toward the goal of 
developing a more critically conscious educator work force.  
As with all research, my own positionality has shaped (discussed in Chapter 1), and, 
necessarily, limited what I have seen and done in this work.  My own “history in person” 
(Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner & Cain, 1998) means that I saw and interpreted things from 
that position. This is certainly true across many axes of my experience, including the 
privileged positions I hold in the U.S. as a native English speaker, holder of a college degree, 





understanding the experiences of these White teachers, that I recognize the limitation that my 
own whiteness may have had on this study.  While my experiences as a White person on the 
path of critical consciousness may have allowed me to see and understand more clearly the 
experiences of the White participants, my own whiteness may have also obscured my ability 
to see other things.  Future research in this vein could involve multiple researchers, of 
varying positionalities.  Bringing varying perspectives to bear on the same type of data may 
help to illuminate elements of participants’ paths that were not obvious to someone who 
shared so much of participants’ positionalities.  
This work also has limitations based on the methodological approach that I have 
selected.  By taking a retrospective look at teachers’ paths of critical consciousness over their 
life courses, there are limits to what participants were able to recall. This may have resulted 
in gaps or missing pieces which could mean that the narratives of their paths of critical 
consciousness development presented herein are incomplete.  This work also relies almost 
entirely on data that are self-report, as the primary data source is life history interviews.  
Primacy in this study is placed on the events and experiences that participants’ recognized as 
formative for their paths of critical consciousness development, rendering the reliance on this 
type of data appropriate. Nevertheless, supplementary data sources that could corroborate 
participants’ reported experiences would strengthen this type of work.  Future work in this 
vein could, appropriately, include data collection with Influencers in participants’ lives. This 
would not only serve to strengthen the rigor of the work, but would also build our 
understanding of the ways in which Influencers are connected to these teachers and what, if 
any, reciprocity exists in those relationships. Also, significantly, because people of 





type of work could help us understand how these people of marginalized positionalities 
viewed and were impacted by their relationships with participants. This is a particularly 
important point, as people of marginalized positionalities are often expected to do the labor 
of educating others about their experiences. This is particularly true of people of color, who 
often shoulder the burden of educating White people about issues of race and racism. Though 
it is regularly expected, this work, and the burden that it imposes (Eddo-Lodge, 2017), is 
often not acknowledged by White people. Participants’ perspectives only told one side of this 
relationship; I think that our understanding of the process would be more fully illuminated by 
research that tends to the other sides, as well.  
Following from that, this work suggested that White MROs were important 
influencers along participants’ paths of critical consciousness. I view that finding as 
supporting a call to action for White people to take on the work of bringing other White 
people along the path. Future research could examine, specifically, what White people doing 
the work of bringing other White people along looks like and how to do it better. We, as 
White people, must recognize our own place and responsibility for advancing the collective 
critical consciousness of White people. Research that provides a better understanding of that 
process and the types of supports that might make White people more likely or better 
equipped to engage in it would be valuable.  
Additionally, explicit references to the process of reflection were lacking in the data. 
This limitation could have resulted from my not having probed specifically internal sense-
making processes during interviews, and the fact that the interviews were geared towards 
understanding the experiences that had shaped participants paths (which might not have led 





processes (Reflection) are something of which participants were not metacognitively aware, 
and, thus, might not have thought to discuss. Nevertheless, given the significant mediating 
role that reflection plays in the process of critical consciousness development, future research 
in this vein should be designed specifically to probe for reflection and investigate more 
thoroughly how it interacts with the other elements discussed.  
Finally, though the bulk of this study drilled down to center specifically on the 
development of critical consciousness, the overarching conceptual frame is culturally 
relevant pedagogy (CRP; Ladson-Billings, 2009).  I argue in Chapter 2 that CRP is 
fundamentally a theory about how teachers think, and that critical consciousness is the 
component that undergirds that type of thinking. Following from that, the focus of this study 
on teachers’ paths of critical consciousness over their life courses is a strength in that it 
considers specifically how the thinking of the participants has changed over time. It relies on 
the underlying logic model that how teachers think directly impacts their practice.  
This narrow focus, however, precludes the ability to make any supportable claims 
about how the thinking of these teachers actually affects their practice, as there was no 
observational data collected of the participants in their classrooms.  In the narratives 
(Appendices F, G, & H), I have addressed how participants see their paths of critical 
consciousness as influencing their practice as teachers. I present these descriptions in order to 
provide a fuller picture for readers, but cannot support these descriptions with evidence 
beyond the participants’ own accounts. Future research could broaden the scope to include 
classroom observations and examination of participants’ practice as educators. Further, in 
conceptualizing the development of critical consciousness as a path, longitudinal work that 





practice may help us better understand at what point(s) and how critically conscious thinking 
begins to impact practice directly. The better we understand this process, the better we can 
support teachers, and specifically White teachers, in embodying culturally relevant, equity-
























































































































































APPENDIX D: FINAL IDEAL CLASSROOM VISION STATEMENT EXCERCISE 
 
 
These questions are designed to elicit your images of the ideal classroom and give some 
insight into how you think about your teaching and the world.  Please describe what you 
dream about or hope for, even though it may be somewhat – or even very—different from 
your current classroom.  I’d like you to begin by envisioning your ideal classroom for a 
moment. Suppose, akin to a “virtual reality tour,” you can imagine yourself walking into 
your classroom. You can look around the room, and you can hear and see the activities going 
on…..  Please note, it is okay if you feel there is overlap or repetition within your responses 
to multiple questions.  
 
1) What do you see, feel, and hear when you walk around your ideal classroom?  
2)  What are you doing in your ideal classroom? What is your role? Why? 
3) What are your students doing in this ideal classroom? What role(s) do the students 
play? Why? 
4)  What kinds of things are the students learning in your ideal classroom? For instance, 
what topics or texts are they working on? What types of skills are they learning?  
5) Why are those important for them to learn?  
6) What is the relationship between what goes on in your ideal classroom and the kind 














































APPENDIX F: LIAM’S CASE NARRATIVE 
Liam’s Path 
Unlike most of the other participants who choose to have me interview them in their 
homes, Liam prefers that we meet at the local public library in Douglass. He describes his 
house as being “horrible for distractions,” though after our first interview he does invite me 
to visit his house for a brief look at his wife’s garden. Which branch of the library we meet at 
depends on the availability of the study rooms. Before our first meeting, Liam sends me a 
text to confirm our meeting time and location. In the same text message, he describes himself 
as “eager and reticent, fascinated and terrified” and tells me that he will be the “guy in the 
red shirt and funky socks who clearly didn’t realize exactly how short a #2 haircut was going 
to be.” From our brief email and text exchanges prior to our meeting, I begin to anticipate 
that Liam will have a quick wit and a propensity toward truthfulness, even when it is 
somewhat uncomfortable for him; he does not disappoint.  
Though the library branches vary from interview to interview, the rooms are nearly 
all the same. The rooms are large, with one clear glass wall that looks out into the rest of the 
library and a wall of windows on the other side that usually looks out on trees. For each 
interview, we sit at a large table, side by side with the paper for timeline construction set out 
in front of us. Liam wears a red shirt to every interview, a choice he made for the summer in 
order to show perpetual support to the Red4Ed campaign, in which teacher-activists wear red 
shirts on Wednesdays to show support for public schools. True to his description, Liam has 
short brown hair that appears to have been recently trimmed. He is a White man in his mid-
40s. He has an unassuming, medium build, and wears his facial hair in a short beard that has 
some patches of grey. Liam has been teaching for over 20 years, with high school English 
being the main focus. He is somewhat reserved to start, but the more time we spend together, 
the more quickly our conversation flows and the more I get to see of his smile and sense of 
humor. Liam does not shy away from difficult topics, even in our first interview. His face is 
expressive, and his mood tends more towards serious and matter-of-fact, but is increasingly 
sprinkled with moments of humor and warmth as we get to know each other.  
Childhood: Growing up and Parents 
Liam opens up by talking about his parents’ backgrounds. Both of his parents grew 
up in upper-middle-class families, and Liam describes their racial and ethnic background as 
“very white” (Liam, Interview 1). He explains that, “both of my parents for, for the time were 
pretty liberal and progressive overall” (Liam, Interview 1), though they hailed from very 
different families. He describes his mother’s family as “very liberal and artistic” (Liam, 
Interview 1), while his father, “by comparison came from a more conservative, and you 
know, I would say in many ways racist, you know, family” (Liam, Interview 1). In terms of 
his parents’ progressivism, he sees his mom as building from the positive example set by her 
family and his father as rebelling against the negative example set by his family. In this way, 
Liam understood explicitly while he was growing up that his parents’ progressive stance on 
race and racism pushed in contrast to the ways that some people, namely his father’s family, 
believed and acted. Liam grew up vaguely aware of his parents’ involvement in the civil 
rights movement before he was born. He describes his parents’ overall teaching about race 
and racism as emphasizing the importance of not treating people differently based on race, 





Part 1). He elaborates to emphasize that his parents’ teaching about race was not 
“colorblindness, never anything like….never in a dismissive way like, you know ‘Oh, I just 
treat everybody the same and that’s good enough’” (Liam, Interview 3 Part 1). This is 
illustrated in a conversation that Liam remembers having with his dad. In this conversation 
his dad recounted an incident in which he, as part of a summer program working with 
students from a large city, had been driving with a car full of Black teenagers to an event. At 
one point during the drive, Liam’s father turned hard and fast while leaving a stop sign, 
making the tires squeal. A police officer stopped him and ticketed him for it. When he 
recounted the story to Liam, he explained that he was pulled over and ticketed for that minor 
infraction, “because he had Black kids in the car” (Liam, Interview 3 part 1). In telling this 
story, Liam’s father explicitly acknowledged, rather than dismissed, the role that race and 
racism played in the incident.  
Though his parents’ views on race were relatively progressive for the time, in his 
early years, Liam and his parents lived in a small town, Cedarburg, in the mid-west that was 
virtually all White. This context rendered the espoused progressive stances of Liam’s parents 
and other members of their community on race largely untested insofar as their observable, 
day to day lives. The only racially minoritized people that Liam encountered prior to second 
grade were the few Native Americans who lived in the local area. Liam describes being 
aware of their presence only marginally, explaining, “there was really very little experience 
with any kind of diversity. We didn’t interact with the, uh, the Indian families, as we called 
them. Um, you know, we were- were aware of the, they were kind of, separate and- and 
interesting, fascinating, there was no fear or- or dis-…nothing negative that I can remember” 
(Liam, Interview 1).  
Liam’s awareness of inequity, and in particular poverty, was impacted early on by his 
friendship with a boy named Chuck. Chuck lived in Cedarburg and went to school with 
Liam. Liam recalls, in detail, the poverty in which Chuck and his family lived, saying, “They 
lived in a barn. They lived in the basement of a barn. They had an outhouse. And in his 
bedroom you climbed up a ladder and opened a trapdoor and you were in the hayloft” (Liam, 
Interview 2 Part 2). Liam understood a difference, financially, between his family and 
Chuck’s, but this did not hinder their relationship. He recalls fondly going over to spend the 
night with Chuck, playing with the trapdoor, and being amused by the chickens that were 
walking around in their house.  
Liam’s mother, in particular, played a role in guiding and orienting Liam to be 
considerate of others that were marginalized. For example, Liam was allowed to have Chuck 
and another friend over for his 7th birthday party. Liam explains, “right beforehand, my mom 
pulled me aside and said, ‘uh, you know, hey. When it comes time for presents, don’t make a 
big deal out of the fact that Chuck’s probably not going to have something for you”(Liam I3 
Part 2). Similarly, Liam recalls that his mother encouraged him to befriend a classmate that 
was being frequently teased about his weight. He says, “I came home from school one day 
and talked openly about—not participating—but enjoying the teasing, and my mom talked to 
me about how he must feel and why not support someone in that situation. I started doing just 
that the very next day” (Liam, Interview 4 Follow-up Email).  Liam connects that type of 
guidance with how he learned to take action against social inequity, saying, “It was part of 
my upbringing” (Liam, Interview 4 Follow-up Email).   
Though his parents and home life laid some important foundations for Liam’s 





influences that were not supportive of Liam’s development of critical consciousness, 
particularly in terms of gender and sexual orientation.  
Liam is the oldest of three children, all male. Both of his parents were teachers, not 
long out of college, when Liam was born. His mother left teaching to care for Liam and 
eventually his brothers. His father also left the profession after a few years to pursue work in 
the field of educational technology. Liam describes a “pretty stereotypical break down of 
division of labor” (Liam, Interview 3 Part 1) in his home growing up. Though he describes 
his mother as having “fought the good fight”(Liam, Interview 3 Part 1) in terms of attempting 
to push back on the heavy burden of domestic tasks that fell to her, he believes that his 
father’s modeling had more influence on him. Liam explains, “I mean, I didn’t really clean 
up after myself. I didn’t, uh, do really a-, a-, a fair amount of chores or anything like that. 
Um, I mean, my mom tried, but my dad didn’t participate in that kind of thing really” (Liam, 
Interview 3 Part 1). Liam’s father also modeled, for Liam and his brothers, the idea that 
women should be protected by men. Liam recalls one particular incident in which his father 
gave voice to this sentiment:  
I do remember we [Liam and his brothers] went to see Rocky III in the movie theater 
with my dad, and it’s the one where Mr. T like challenges Rocky’s manhood and 
flirts with his wife in front of him. And Rocky like tries to get through the crowd and 
says, “Okay, fine, we’ll have a boxing match.” And I remember afterward my- my 
dad saying, all pumped up with, you know, the testosterone, popcorn infused, just, uh, 
saying, you know “Guys, I don’t….boys I don’t approve of fighting, but if anybody 
ever says something about your mom, you have my permission…” or something like 
that. (Liam, Interview 3 Part 1)  
Liam remembers throughout high school seeing women as lacking their own agency. 
His main interest in women, at the time, was sexual. He explains, “I remember having petty 
jealousy that was probably rooted in, uh, the idea that, you know, women uh, uh, didn’t have 
their own agency, so flirting with them was like they were about to be seduced” (Liam, 
Interview 3 Part 1). He describes his expectation that these women would respond to other 
men’s seductive efforts as “undervaluing their independence” (Liam, Interview 3 Part 1).  
Another area in which Liam’s parents’ influence was a hindrance to his early critical 
consciousness development was with regard to sexual orientation. One of Liam’s earliest 
recollections of being aware of homosexuality was watching the movie “Tootsie” with his 
father as an elementary school-aged child. Liam recalls there being a reference in the movie 
to a character being gay. He explains, “I asked a question about it, but I remember afterward 
my dad explaining something like, you know…’gay people are people who like people of the 
same sex.’ Or something like that. And I remember him tacking on to the end of it, “and 
don’t you ever be one!” (Liam, Interview 3 Part 2).  
Early Religious Involvement 
His parents also drove the religious involvement of the family, which meant that they 
were all part of a Christian group called New Life. New Life was a Christian religious 
organization that was billed as an alternative church setting with rock-and-roll-type bands. 
Liam describes New Life as, “Laid back Christianity, but it was also very dogmatic” (Liam, 
Interview 1). Liam’s family was quite involved in New Life, attending summer retreats with 
others in the broader New Life community. This environment is one that was actually 





they had beliefs that were “incredibly homophobic” (Liam, Interview 1). Beyond simply 
naming homosexuality as a sin, there was an anti-gay culture that actively ridiculed 
homosexuality. Liam’s family began their involvement in New Life as the United States (US) 
AIDS Epidemic was developing. Liam recalls hearing a recording of a song played at New 
Life gatherings, 
It was like a, it was a parody of ‘Coward of the County’ [A song by Kenny Rogers], 
but it was ‘Homo of the County.’ One of the famous people within, one of the famous 
musicians within the group would perform it and everybody would laugh and I used 
to think it was hilarious. And it was filled with all the stereotypes and everything. 
(Liam, Interview 1)  
Liam embraced much of the dogma of the group, in particular the teachings about 
homosexuality, even past his own family’s leaving their involvement with New Life after his 
sophomore year of high school.  
Move from the Midwest to the South 
Around 2nd grade, Liam’s family moved from Cedarburg to Salem, a much larger 
city in the South. This change in environment, from the Midwest to the South, raised Liam’s 
awareness of cultural differences and placed him, for the first time in his life, in a location 
where there were Black people. The South was an environment that supported Liam’s critical 
consciousness development in ways that the Midwest did not.  Differences in culture and 
dialect made communication and socialization difficult for Liam at first. He recalls that he 
and his family struggled to understand the southern accents of people in their new 
community. Even the cultural difference in the games played by children at school impacted 
Liam. He explains that, “In Cedarburg, we played marbles on the playground. And so I show 
up for second grade in Salem with my bag of marbles and nobody knows what in the world it 
is. And, so I really took to…I became kind of a, a bit of a loner that year” (Liam, Interview 
1).   
His move to Salem also meant that, for the first time, Liam was in school with Black 
students. Liam’s family only stayed in Salem for a year before moving to another town in the 
south, in an adjacent state. When they made the move to Robinson, a more affluent suburb of 
Douglass, just before 3rd grade, Liam made his first Black friend, Michael. Though Robinson, 
as a suburban area, had a higher percentage of White people in its population than nearby 
urban and rural areas, there continued to be Black students attending school alongside Liam 
throughout the rest of his K-12 schooling. Liam’s early relationship with Michael and his 
experience with his first Black teacher (in 4th grade) both served as normalizing experiences. 
In talking about encountering Black classmates for the first time, Liam describes it as, “just a, 
‘Huh, So you’re, you look really different from us, from me.’ Um, but that’s about it, and I 
don’t recall any kind of hitch or weirdness or anything about Michael from 3rd grade that was 
anything other than, you know, he’s a cool guy, and we hung out”(Liam, Interview 3 Part 1). 
Michael’s father was a professor at a nearby university and their family lived in the same 
neighborhood as Liam’s family. Michael’s family was one of very few Black families at the 
time that had integrated into that majority-White neighborhood.  As a highly educated, 
middle-class family that had largely assimilated into that White, middle-class neighborhood, 
there were not “glaring differences” that Liam was aware of between his family, as White 





As they moved into middle school, however, Liam does recall developing a very 
basic understanding of the significance of race in some social interactions by observing 
Michael in school and in social settings. In particular, he recalls 
In Seventh grade, I remember him [Michael] taking just this absolute stance against 
being called “boy.” It was like this cardinal sin. You just did not do this. And I 
remember, I mean we had a very old language arts teacher who, you know, in 
screaming down and putting boys in their place would call them “boy.” And she did it 
to me, she did it to anybody regardless. And I remember her doing it to him, and him 
speaking up and saying “don’t call me ‘boy.’”(Liam, Interview 1).  
Liam remembers Michael explicitly explaining the racialized significance of the term 
“boy” to his friends, and ultimately doling out a punch to a White mutual friend of theirs who 
jokingly, but persistently, called Michael “boy.” This type of learning about race and racism 
from Michael, as a Black friend, is something that continued and deepened with Liam’s 
relationship with one of his oldest friends Chris. Chris is a Black man that Liam has been 
friends with since their 9th grade year of high school.  Liam describes Chris as “probably the 
most influential person in my life from high school” (Liam, Interview 1).  
High School 
In high school, Chris and Liam had a very deep friendship that included much time 
spent together outside of school on weekends and over summers. Liam slept over at Chris’s 
house on most Friday nights throughout the majority of high school. In contrast to Michael’s 
middle-class family, Chris lived with his single father and was “very, very poor” (Liam, 
Interview 1). Liam vividly recalls that, “On Saturday mornings his dad would make 
scrambled eggs, and it would be one egg that we would split” (Liam, Interview 1).   
Liam grew quite close with Chris and Chris’s father. During high school, Liam was in 
near constant conflict with his own father. In contrast, he found Chris’s father to be 
welcoming and accepting. Like with his early childhood friend, Chuck, Liam had a positive 
experience with this family and did not tie their poverty to any sort of a character flaw. 
Though he didn’t have an understanding of the ways in which economic inequity is the result 
of institutional factors until much later in life, Liam explains that 
I also never learned the completely opposite, and I think wrong message about, you 
know, ‘the poor are poor because they didn’t work hard enough’ or anything like that. 
That was never part of my thought process or anything. So there was never any 
judgment with it. Um, it was just something I observed, essentially.(Liam, Interview 
3 Part 2) 
With regard to race and racism, Liam feels that “he [Chris] kind of continued my 
education of, you know, racism that still exists with stories of things he’d experienced” 
(Liam, Interview 1). Liam explains that conversations with Chris about race and racism 
happened peripherally, saying 
I mean my interaction with him, you know, how to – how to have fun basically. And 
it wasn’t always, it [race and racism] certainly wasn’t the focus. It popped up in lots 
of ways, where, you know, there would be, something where he would say, “Man, I, I 
could only, I could not get away with that, because I’m Black.” (Liam, Interview 1)  
Though generally not a central point to their interactions, race and racism were not topics that 
Liam and Chris avoided either. These moments, small and on the sidelines, were nevertheless 
significant in Liam’s developing awareness of and thinking about race and racial inequity.  





laid important foundational understandings about the significance of race in US society that 
were built on later in Liam’s life.  
As part of his friendship with Chris and his sports involvement in high school, Liam 
also found himself, on many occasions, as the only White person in a particular social space. 
These environments were supportive of Liam’s awareness of race as they rendered clear the 
relevance of his own whiteness. Liam describes going with a group of Black friends to a 
party: 
I was left by myself in the car and told to keep my head down. And I was like, “okay 
I’ll do that.” Because I was White and if people who lived there saw me, they would 
fuck with me is kind of, you know, the explanation that I was given. But they, they 
scouted it out. And that one, it may have been they, they looked around and there 
were no other White people so they, they came back and said, “All right. We gotta get 
out of here.”(Liam, Interview 3 Part 1) 
Having the experience of being a White person welcomed into Black social spheres was also 
affirming and reinforcing for Liam. He explains, “I was certainly aware of it [being the only 
White person] and I think there was a sense of pride about it” (Liam, Interview 1). His 
experience as one of very few White members of the football team also gave him the 
opportunity to observe his Black teammates in a space in which their Black culture was more 
present, apparent, and common than it was in classrooms. He recalls watching his teammates 
rap and sing before practice; one of his teammates noticed and confronted him for “staring” 
(Liam, Interview 3 Part 1). He explains, “I mean, you know, I was part of the team. I was 
there, but I, it was you know, I was not um, uh, it wasn’t a language or a way of, of 
interacting with each other that I was particularly familiar with, I guess” (Liam, Interview 3 
Part 1). Despite his admitted lack of personal understanding of Black culture, Liam describes 
himself as coming out of high school and moving into college thinking that he, “knew all 
there was to know about race issues” (Liam, Interview 2 Part 1).  
Several other experiences converged towards the end of high school which 
contributed to Liam’s growing critical consciousness broadly and with respect to both gender 
and sexual orientation. Around his sophomore year of high school, Liam’s family made the 
decision, along with many other members of the congregation, to leave New Life, the 
Christian faith community that had played such an influential role in Liam’s and Liam’s 
family’s life since his early childhood. It was the hypocrisy and corruption that was prevalent 
among the organization’s leadership that ultimately motivated Liam’s family and many 
others to break ties with New Life. For a short period after that, Liam’s family and other ex-
New Life congregants continued to hold their own scripturally-based independent studies. 
However, Liam explains that, “Ultimately, I found that approach to be lacking in outreach. I 
mean it’s the classic thing of studying all you want in the book. If you don’t take it and apply 
it elsewhere, what good is it?”(Liam, Interview 1). This experience really soured him on 
organized religion.  
His critique, in both of these instances, of the lack of connection between beliefs and 
action is a significant and persistent idea throughout Liam’s life. It represents an important 
way in which his moral convictions, if not specifically his Christian faith, motivate much of 
Liam’s critical consciousness development later on in the direction of putting beliefs into 
practice and taking action. As is clear in these instances, Liam is not satisfied with simply 





Throughout middle and high school, Liam had a lot going for him. In addition to 
being tracked high into honors classes, Liam played sports and was involved in theater 
productions at his school. His involvement in theater placed him in a social environment that 
challenged his long-held beliefs about homosexuality. As discussed earlier, based in his 
earlier involvement with New Life and consistent with teachings from home23, Liam held 
some strongly homophobic beliefs until nearing the end of high school. His theater 
involvement, however, brought him into contact with a peer group that included gay people. 
Conversations with those folks started to push back on some of Liam’s long held 
homophobic beliefs. Ultimately, Liam had what he describes as an “awakening” (Liam, 
Interview 1) with regard to homosexuality close to the end of his senior year of high school. 
He and some classmates had gone on an overnight field trip where he shared a hotel room 
with 3 other boys, two boys to each bed. He explains, 
I had shared my double bed with a guy who I later found out was gay. And I was like, 
“Really? And he didn’t touch me? He didn’t molest me in the middle of the night?” 
And it was like this awakening. I was like “Well, so I have like actual people around 
me who are gay, and I like them? And they’re nice people, and they’re decent?” 
(Liam, Interview 1)  
This experience helped Liam break past many of the negative, stereotypical misconceptions 
that he had held previously about gay people. Though he believes, “There’s some criticism, 
and justifiably so, against…directed at people who can only be woke up that way” (Liam, 
Interview 2 Part 1), he recognizes the importance that personal experiences have played in 
his own developing critical consciousness.   
 Liam continues to have gay friends, some very close, from that point forward. Liam’s 
awareness of the struggles faced by lesbian, gay, and bisexual people has been raised talking 
with those friends and seeing the difficulties that they face as queer people. Their 
conversations were rarely pointedly focused on those struggles purposefully. Similar to his 
conversations with Chris about race and racism, conversations about the challenges of being 
queer tended to be peripheral, rather than central to their relationships.  
Liam’s thinking about gender also started to shift towards the end of high school and 
into college. The gender-norms that were modeled in Liam’s parents’ household were 
challenged as Liam moved into late high school and college and made friendships with 
women he describes as “strong” (Liam, Interview 3 Part 1). Towards the end of high school 
Liam recalls being openly challenged, and essentially corrected, by one of his strong female 
friends for dominating a conversation (Liam, Interview 3 Part 1). As he moved into college, 
he developed a group of friends that was nearly all women, one of whom included his then 
girlfriend, later wife, Melody. Melody, who minored in women’s studies, shared with Liam 
things that she was learning about in her coursework and, in this way, helped lay some 
important groundwork for Liam with regard to recognizing social inequity based in gender. 
Liam’s relationship with Melody was also distinct from what was modeled for him at home. 
Liam talks repeatedly about how Melody has “always been strong” (Liam Interview 3 Part 
1). In their relationship, some traditional gender roles are reversed, with Liam taking on more 
of the cooking and Melody being handier with fixing things around the house. His 
                                                            
23 When Liam reviewed this narrative, he requested that I include clarification that later in their lives, his 
parents “have come around on sexual orientation.” He attributes this change of stance to his parents’ 





relationships and interactions with these strong women challenged Liam’s previous notions 
about women’s lack of agency.  
Questioning 
The end of high school and beginning of college also represented a period in which 
Liam began to recognize the need to question the dominant narratives to which he had been 
exposed. He points to two specific interactions that pushed him to question in this way. Liam 
worked a fast food job during his last couple years of high school. At that job he had a 
manager named Tariq who was originally from Iraq. At this point in the broader context, the 
first Gulf War was imminent. Tariq was able to talk to Liam about the war from his 
perspective as someone from Iraq and seeing the pursuit of the Gulf War as a strategic 
financial move for the US. Liam contrasts Tariq’s perspective with the “patriotic line” (Liam, 
Interview 2 Part 1) that he had been fed throughout his K-12 schooling.  
Hearing Tariq speak about his perspective on the impending gulf war led Liam to 
begin questioning the stories that are commonly (or singularly) told and helped him realize 
that there are often perspectives that are dominant and don’t include alternative or 
marginalized perspectives. This idea was reinforced when, in college, he had a professor 
from Central America that shared with him his own perspective on Fidel Castro; this 
professor’s view pushed back on the common narrative about Castro in the United States. 
Fidel Castro was almost exclusively positioned, within mainstream US media, as an evil 
dictator. This professor was able to share his marginalized perspective on Castro that helped 
Liam understand that the situation in Cuba, and Castro as a leader, was much more complex 
than the dominant narrative had led him to believe.  
College  
Liam attended college at a predominantly White university with very few Black 
students, particularly when compared with the proportion of Black students that he attended 
school with through high school. Liam’s university provided an environment that in some 
ways supported his critical consciousness development and in other ways did not.  
Liam describes his experience in college as a “kind of lagoon and a safe space for 
developing,” (Liam, Interview 2 Part 2) that freed him (and his peers) from many day-to-day 
concerns and, thereby, afforded him privilege of the time and space to engage with broader 
social issues. In college, Liam participated for the first time in direct political action, 
marching on Washington, DC in opposition to the Gulf War. His friends were largely drawn 
from an alternative college program (housed within the larger university) that he was part of; 
this program had a “crunchy, hippy, granola reputation” (Liam, Interview 2 Part 1), and 
tended to attract students with more progressive and alternative viewpoints.  This 
environment and peer group pushed him to be more aware and active with regard to matters 
of the environment and war.  
His friend Chris, from high school, helped Liam to understand the privilege that 
college and his own positionality had afforded him to be able to concern himself with issues 
like the environment. Chris had struggled to graduate from high school and had gone straight 
to full-time work after graduation. At one point during his first year of college, Liam came 
home and was hanging out with Chris. Liam held a newly ignited passion about 
environmental responsibility and recycling. The two sat in Chris’s house, drinking beer and 
talking. After finishing a beer, Chris got up and threw the can into the trash. Liam says, 
I said something about it. I was like, “Dude, you really oughta recycle.” And he was, 





the list of things that had happened to him in the last couple days based on race. You 
know, just like, you know, “Somebody threatened to pull a gun on me and, you know, 
police, you know, a police officer hassled me and, you know, I got followed in the 
grocery store.” And, I mean, he just had this list of things like that. So, and then 
ended it with just something like, “So excuse the fuck out of me if I’m more 
concerned with something other than a damn can.” And I was like, “Yow!” (Liam, 
Interview 2 Part 1) 
Liam says that, though he lacked the vocabulary of “privilege” at the time, he sees it as an 
example of helping him see his own privilege. He says, “It was kind of a wake-up to that. It 
was like, ‘oh, yeah, that’s kind of my thing because I’ve got all this other shit taken care of 
and that I’m safe in so many ways that I don’t, I, I’m free to, to worry about these other 
things” (Liam, Interview 2 Part 1).  
Though his experiences and the environment in college helped grow Liam’s critical 
consciousness with regard to war, the environment, gender, and political action, it did 
nothing to advance his critical consciousness development with regard to race and racism. As 
a predominantly White institution, his college environment included very little racial 
diversity.  Liam’s social environment in high school, including many Black peers and his 
close friendship with Chris, provided numerous occasions where issues of race and racism 
were explicitly discussed; in college, however, Liam views there as having been less in the 
immediate environment to advance his own awareness and understanding of race and racism. 
When I ask him about race conversations in college he says, “there wasn’t any, anything 
really driving, at least on my, as far as my awareness goes, there wasn't really anything 
driving, that conversation further.”(Liam, Interview 2 Part 1).  
Liam also does not connect his coursework, education-related or not, to his critical 
consciousness development. He doesn’t recall discussing any social equity issues in his 
education courses. He describes the general message as being, “Kind of, a, a broad how to be 
nice and polite to all the kids, or, you know, treat everybody fairly, or whatever” (Liam, 
Interview 2 Part 1). In earnest, by the end of college Liam did not connect his thinking about 
education to his thinking about social equity beyond a vague understanding that, when it 
came to education, there tended to be a “rich get richer, poor get poorer” (Liam, Interview 4) 
trend as a result of the fact that “good teachers left difficult schools when they could and 
moved up to teaching, uh, more academically-oriented students” (Liam, Interview 4). Like 
many teachers, Liam embraced the idea of going to work in a more “troubled school” (Liam, 
Interview 4) and saw teaching as a noble goal.  
On the national scene, two significant events drew a lot of media attention and did 
advance Liam’s awareness during his college years with respect to race. As Liam began 
college, the Rodney King Trial24 was taking place in Los Angeles, California. Later, toward 
the end of his college career, the OJ Simpson Trial25 took place, again in Los Angeles. Both 
                                                            
24 Rodney King was a Black man who was beaten repeatedly by Los Angeles Police Department officers during 
his arrest for allegedly fleeing and evading. A civilian filmed the assault on King and released the footage to a 
local news station. The Rodney King Trial is the phrase commonly used to refer to the trial of the four officers 
involved in the assault on charges of use of excessive force. None of the four officers were convicted. The 
failure to convict the officers sparked outrage among African Americans and gave rise to multiple days of riots 
in Los Angeles in 1992, resulting in numerous deaths and injuries.  
 
25 OJ Simpson, a Black former National Football League player, was tried for the double murder of his ex-wife 





incidents were racially polarizing for the nation. In referenced to the Simpson trial, Liam 
explains that, 
That’s a very, very clear point that I’m aware of that, where during the trial the 
country was split almost completely along racial lines about whether he was guilty or 
not. Um, and I remember that really kind of humbling me and flooring me and just 
kind of giving me a clear understanding of how different the justice system is 
perceived and to some extent how it works differently for people based on race. 
(Liam, Interview 3 Part 1) 
This understanding was built by watching the unfolding of these events in the national media 
and was layered atop the foundational understandings of differences in experience based on 
race that Liam had gained in high school as a result of his friendship with Chris and other 
Black peers.  
Moving into Teaching 
At the end of college, Liam completed his student teaching in a very impoverished 
and all White school in rural, western part of the state then returned back to Fairview, a city 
just outside Douglass. He worked a few odd substitute teaching positions before landing a 
full-time job teaching 6th grade Language Arts at a public middle school, Merrill Middle, in 
Douglass. With this move back to Douglass, Liam returned to an environment with a much 
larger proportion of people of color. Merrill Middle, in particular, had a student population 
that had about equal proportions of Black and White students, with a smaller proportion of 
Latinx students. 
Liam applied for and was offered the job mid-year. As he sat in the main office 
awaiting his interview with the principal, he broke up a fight. He believes that this incident 
set a tone for him as a kind of “enforcer” (Liam, Interview 4), something that was seen as an 
asset in this school environment. Liam describes his early approach to interaction with 
students, particularly with respect to behavior management, as confrontational and 
authoritative. He sees this as one aspect of his then belief in there being “one right way” 
(Liam, Interview 2 Part 1). He remembers thinking, “there was, for the most part, one right 
way to do things, and it was my job to expose them [students] to the right way” (Liam, 
Interview 2 Part 1).  This perspective also reinforced a “cultural literacy” (Liam, Interview 4) 
approach to teaching that Liam held for many years. Liam believed that there were 
fundamental cultural elements that his students needed to be exposed to and familiar with in 
order to be successful. These things were typically elements of what is considered the canon, 
such as Romeo and Juliet by William Shakespeare. The other objective that Liam held for his 
teaching was to get his students excited about reading. He wanted them to love reading.  
Despite the foundational understandings that had been laid for Liam in his teenage 
years in which he came to understand the relevance of race, racism, and his own whiteness, 
he did not bring that understanding immediately to bear on his work as a teacher. He explains 
his initial mind set about his role as a teacher as, “I felt like I was the authority figure. It has 
nothing to do with my race. I’m older, I’m a teacher, uh, and I didn’t really connect that” 
(Liam, Interview 4). Both his students and his fellow teachers, who were Black women, 
                                                            
divided along racial lines. Many White people felt that Simpson was guilty of the murders, while many Black 
people believed that Simpson was being framed for the murders by a police force fraught with racism. 






helped him to begin to see that race mattered in this context. His students would explicitly 
bring up his race, often in heated confrontations. Liam describes this as, “basically having 
my whiteness brought up and being, you know, thrown in my face” (Liam, Interview 2 Part 
1). Gradually, through observing his own and other teachers’ interactions with students and 
also through some gentle coaching by the Black teachers on his team, Liam came to have 
what he calls a “wake up call” (Liam, Interview 1 Part 1) with regard to his own identity. He 
explains that before, “I don’t think I really thought much about my own identity because it 
had never been something I’d ever had to fight for or question or, I mean it’s …being a- a 
straight, White, cis male in American society is validated everywhere you go”(Liam, 
Interview 2 Part 1). He came to understand that there were ways in which Black female 
teachers could interact with students that he, as a White male teacher, could not.  
As we look back over Liam’s experiences, we can see how these experiences 
reinforce (spiral back on), in this new context, awareness that Liam developed earlier on in 
middle and high school about the way social interactions are impacted by one’s racial 
positionality. As Liam gained experience as a teacher and more perspective on how his and 
his students’ racial identities influenced his work, he began to move away from his overly 
authoritarian approach and to gain more flexibility.  
After 4 years at Merrill Middle, Liam took a job teaching English at D. P. Mosca 
High School, another Douglass public school. This shift to high school occurred at the same 
chronological time as two other significant events in Liam’s life, reconnecting to a faith 
community and becoming a parent.  
Beliefs and Action 
Near that time, Liam and his wife, Melody, found a faith community. As discussed 
earlier, it was a lack of alignment between beliefs and actions that really drove Liam and his 
family away from their original Christian faith community, New Life, when Liam was 
growing up. Following that, it was a failure to put beliefs into action that moved Liam to 
drop his involvement with the informal worship community that formed after leaving New 
Life. Liam and Melody were drawn to this new faith community, Faith Promise, because of 
the church’s strong commitment to putting their beliefs into action. Unfortunately, due to 
some challenges with church leadership, Liam and Melody left Faith Promise after about 
three years of involvement. Despite his relatively short participation in the church, it was 
quite impactful for Liam. In some ways, the church solidified in a concrete, faith-based way 
the convictions about connecting faith and action that Liam had been developing for years 
and that has stuck with Liam ever since.  
About this time, Liam also took over as advisor for the National Honor Society 
(NHS) at D. P. Mosca High. Though Liam acknowledges that academic achievement has a 
role to play in the NHS, he sees it as being more about service than anything else. In his role 
as NHS advisor, Liam gained important experience connecting students with service and 
taking action to contribute to addressing challenges in their community. This experience 
helped Liam start to think about intentionally engaging all of his students, not just NHS 
students, in thinking about their community and ways to address challenges and needs 
presented therein.  
Parenthood 
Also at the time he transition to teaching at D. P Mosca, his eldest child, Maria, was 
born. Parenthood has played an important role in Liam’s path of critical consciousness. He 





taught and changed the way he saw them. This coincides with Liam’s gradual move towards 
an increasingly flexible and relational approach to his teaching.  
His children also had an important impact on Liam’s thinking and awareness with 
regard to gender and gender inequity. Liam’s oldest two children are girls and his last child is 
a boy. A couple years prior to his first daughter’s arrival, Liam was already becoming 
increasingly aware of the ways in which women were hypersexualized and objectified, and of 
the need to disengage from that type of behavior himself. He recalls a particularly impactful 
moment in which a male friend loudly corrected Liam and several other men who made 
suggestive noises at a female colleague during a pickup basketball game as she changed her 
shirt. Though the correction was a brief “Stop that!”(Liam, Interview 3 Part 1), he recalls 
realizing “Oh damn, he’s right” (Liam, Interview 3 Part 1). The arrival of his daughters 
raised his irritation at the sexualization of women that he encountered in the media. He 
explains, “I first started, you know, being annoyed when the girls were born. When Maria 
was born I, I started being annoyed with advertisements that were, you know, the bikini 
model selling a cheeseburger” (Liam, Interview 3 Part 1).   
Having his final child be a boy, with two girls preceding, also raised Liam’s 
awareness of the value placed on maleness in his family. After his first child was a girl, Liam 
recalls talking with his Grandfather who expressed hopefulness that his second child would 
be a boy. Liam struggled with some of his own internal worries that they would not have a 
boy, even though at the time he outwardly claimed to not have a gender preference for his 
children. With their third child, they did find out the sex and were expecting a male child. 
Liam initially felt guilty about his excitement at the expectation of a boy, wondering if it was 
okay to be happy about it. These conflicted emotions prompted Liam to reflect more about 
value placed on the male gender.  
Liam’s oldest daughter, Maria, has been a particularly salient part of Liam’s path of 
critical consciousness. When she was in middle school, in the early 2010s, Maria had a close 
friend, Skylar, that was transgender and in the process of transitioning. In discussing this 
with her parents, Melody (Liam’s wife) was initially somewhat dismissive of the transition as 
yet another one of Skylar’s bids for attention. Maria pushed back hard against this reaction 
and really pressed both of her parents to be supportive and think more deeply about the 
experiences of transgender people.  
From Non- to Anti- 
With respect to sexual orientation, after Liam’s “awakening” in high school, he 
describes his trajectory as gradually shifting towards advocacy.  Shortly after beginning 
teaching high school, in the early 2000s, the topic of gay marriage rose in prominence on the 
national scene. This was also a time when the phrase “That’s so gay” had come into popular 
use among American youth as a derogatory phrase to describe virtually anything that they 
didn’t like or was not considered cool. Liam recalls addressing the derogatory use of the term 
“gay” with his students and making it clear that it was not acceptable in his classes. He came 
to feel that it was his responsibility to make sure that gay students in his classes felt safe and 
welcome there. Throughout the years, Liam reports having gay students approach him and 
thank him for taking an unequivocal stance in support of his queer students, particularly 
when setting the tone for rejecting homophobia in the classroom. The appreciation and 
affirmation of queer students has positively reinforced Liam’s efforts towards fostering a 





Around 2007, Liam had another breakthrough moment at his brother’s, James’s, 
wedding. At the beginning of the wedding ceremony, James and his wife chose to have the 
officiant make a statement about marriage equality. Liam describes the scene: 
In the opening he said, “James and Stacy are glad that you’re here to share this day 
with them. They regret that this is not a, this is not an option or a right extended to all 
people based on who they love and they are eager to, they look forward to the day 
where they will be able to celebrate such, you know, this expression of love with all 
their friends” (Liam, Interview 2 Part 2).  
Personally experiencing that act of public advocacy led Liam to reframe his thinking about 
homosexuality from being non-homophobic to anti-homophobic. This was an important 
distinction that converged with his ever-growing conviction that beliefs needed to be tied to 
actions. A couple years later, a state-level debate began about whether or not to add a 
constitutional amendment meant to legally define marriage as a union only between a man 
and a woman. At that point, Liam actively and vocally engaged his students with the topic, 
embracing his responsibility to act in a way that was anti-homophobic, rather than simply 
non-homophobic. He later comes to connect this shift in thinking from “non- to anti-“ to his 
understanding of racism and the need to move beyond being non-racist to being anti-racist.  
From Theory to Practice 
A few short years after the marriage amendment was debated and ultimately passed, 
Maria, Liam’s oldest daughter, began high school and also came out as gay. Despite the 
vocal stance he had taken in his life in favor of gay-marriage and in support and defense of 
creating a safe environment for his queer students, when confronted with the personal 
situation of having his own daughter come out as gay, he was a bit shaken. He was surprised 
at his own emotional reaction to his daughter’s coming out. Liam describes this as one of the 
moments when he was pushed to take his beliefs from theoretical to concrete. Liam explains, 
Well, when my oldest child came out, fall of 2015, that was huge because it went 
from being a moral stance and a philosophical stance to a personal connection and it 
was kinda scary and I wasn’t sure how I felt about it and that. I was ashamed of that 
because I knew, you know, I knew what I’d been preaching to her, her entire life and, 
and yet I was struggling with it for a little while. (Liam, Interview 3 Part 2).  
Liam describes this as “taking it from my heart into practice” (Liam, Interview 2, part 2). 
This episode illustrates a couple significant things with regard to Liam’s path. First, it shows 
how impactful a deeply personal experience was in pushing him to move his beliefs into 
practice on a new level. This experience mattered so much to Liam because it involved 
someone that he cared about very intensely, his own daughter. Second, it is this very same 
closeness that makes evident the “growing pains of the theoretical being put into practice” 
(Liam, Interview 3 part 1), as Liam goes from “acceptance and advocacy practiced at some 
distance”(Liam, Interview 2 Part 2) to the closeness of applying it with his own daughter.  
Teaching High School 
As discussed earlier, Liam’s approach to teaching and learning for the first half of his 
career emphasized “cultural literacy” (Liam, Interview 4). Though fairly early on he 
understood the importance of validating students’ home languages, for example, he still held 
a view that his role as a teacher was to teach students’ the “right way” to do things (speak, 
write etc.). A combination of factors converged to and led to his reconsideration of cultural 





As his mode of interacting with students became more flexible and relational, Liam 
was able to start learning more from students and about what was happening in and relevant 
to their lives. Though he explains that he always at least espoused the belief that he should 
learn from his students, earlier in his career it may have been more “fake it til you make it” 
(Liam, Interview 3 Part 1). By the time he moved to teaching high school, he had gained 
enough confidence and awareness to actively start seeking feedback from his students. He 
became more intentional about trying to understand his students, and in particular their 
struggles, within the context of their lives and often multiple marginalized identities. The 
vast majority of the students that Liam has taught during his career in Douglass Public 
Schools have been racial or ethnically minoritized students and students living in poverty. 
Over years of interactions with students and families, Liam started to develop a web 
of specific experiences that anchored and developed his understanding of how experiences of 
systemic oppression, like poverty and racism, intertwine to create cycles where those free of 
those oppressions continue to amass more advantage and those who experience them bear 
more struggle. Liam explains that working with students and families helped him to begin to 
understand, in concrete ways, how, “if people don’t have the money to do something, it’s 
going to lead to other issues and other problems and not being able to address certain needs, 
healthcare, dental care, whatever, uh, and that just creates…I mean, it- it’s a vicious cycle 
basically” (Liam, interview 3 part 2).  
Between 2004 and 2008, three of Liam’s former students, all Black men, were 
murdered. In the days following their murders, Liam was struck by the distance and 
indifference with which their deaths were treated in the news. He recalls looking at the 
newspaper the day following the death of Davion, saying, “There was a story. It- it-…like the 
day after it happened there was a story saying that, you know, ‘At 10:30 last night a man was 
shot and killed.’ You know, ‘A young Black male.’ No identity” (Liam, Interview 2 Part 1). 
In his lifetime, Liam had likely read many news stories like this before. It was his personal 
connection with Davion and the others that helped him see the treatment of their stories 
differently. He explains, “I remember at the time thinking, um, he was an afterthought. He 
was, you know, nobody cared” (Liam, Interview 2 Part 1). He came to see these not just as 
individual stories, but as examples of how society broadly treats the deaths of Black men.  
As Liam increasingly deepened his own understanding of the social context of his 
work and various equity issues relevant to his students, the community and the nation, his 
students also helped him see the need to connect these things to the learning that they were 
doing inside the classroom.  
His understanding of the importance of centering this type of relevance started to 
loosen his commitment to his long-held goals of cultural literacy and getting students to love 
reading. The moment that really drove this home for Liam occurred in a class of sophomores 
several years into his time at D. P. Mosca. He introduced the next novel that they were to 
read, Night by Elie Wiesel. Night is a novel read by many American high school students. 
The book is about Wiesel’s experiences with his father in two concentration camps in Nazi 
Germany. Liam had taught this book virtually every year since he began teaching high 
school. That particular year, a number of students in one of his classes groaned, complaining 
that they learned about the Holocaust every year. Liam explains that,  
it created this thought for me or started this process of, you know, we want people to 





know, just having them being numb from overexposure to something. (Liam, 
Interview 4).  
Liam realized that, in order to make the book and the topic relevant for students, he had to 
frame it in terms of oppression that is still happening today. He needed to show students that, 
This kind of treatment of people continues with the powers, the people who are in 
power can do whatever they feel like. I did not yet have the language like 
“privileged” and “Institutionalized racism” and “white supremacy,” being anything 
other than someone wearing a literal hood. Um, but it was those, it was…those were 
the ideas that I was, was talking about. (Liam, Interview 4) 
By pushing back on the repetitive, disconnected treatment of the Holocaust, Liam’s students 
helped him realize that “I’m not going to make every kid love reading, so I just have to show 
them why it is valuable”(Liam, Interview 4). His move away from a strong focus on cultural 
literacy was also reinforced by seeing his own daughter, Maria, come up through middle 
school and high school without many of the experiences that had felt for Liam, in his own 
life, to be foundational, and being no worse for it. She chose to attend a school with no 
organized sports (something that had been an important part of Liam’s own growing up 
experience) and sometimes rejected exposure to media that Liam would have considered 
important for basic cultural literacy. Seeing Maria succeed without some parts of basic 
“cultural literacy” alongside his own growing understanding of issues of power and 
oppression, he explains, “I started to question whether that[cultural literacy] was also 
reinforcing things…part of culture that didn’t have to be, you know, that didn’t have to be 
their thing. Who says that that’s what they need to know moving forward?” (Liam, Interview 
4). This shift represents more progression of Liam’s letting go of “one right way.” 
Dream Summer Camp 
Pushing outside of cultural literacy, and towards more relevance and justice issues 
was extended when, around 2010, Liam was asked to build and direct a summer program 
called Dream, housed at a local university. Dream was a fairly expensive summer program 
that served a predominantly White and affluent student population. The program was 
intended to build social awareness and engage students in community service. Within the 
first couple years of the program, a Black woman named Jerri joined the staff. Her 
involvement in the program helped shape it towards building awareness of equity issues. 
Jerri’s approach centered on building empathy and cooperation while also engaging with 
challenging topics such as gentrification and affirmative action. Being a part of this camp 
allowed Liam to see teachers, like Jerri, actually enact pedagogy that centered on issues 
related to equity. At the same time, he was able to see the benefits and challenges to 
engaging students, particularly groups of students that included students of color and White 
students, in these topics.  
Jerri and Karen, also a Black woman, were two educators involved in the camp that 
also became personal friends with Liam. These women influenced his thinking not only 
through their modeling and engagement with issues specifically tied to teaching and inequity, 
but they also carried on personal conversations with Liam which supported Liam’s awareness 
and sense-making around issues of inequity outside of the context of school. Liam still 
considers Karen a close friend and they continue to have conversations that include in-depth 
discussions of race and race-related issues.  
One way that Liam and Karen keep up with each other is through social media. Liam 





Karen’s angry posts about Ben Carson. Liam thought that his reply was supportive, but it was 
posted in a joking manner and made a reference to slavery. Liam recalls Karen eventually 
replying back with something to the effect of “Slavery isn’t something to joke about” (Liam, 
Interview 2 Part 1). Liam took the correction to heart, sending Karen a private message 
apologizing and acknowledging that he had made a mistake. Over the course of our 
interviews, Liam refers to various examples of times when he has been corrected or “called 
out” by others, and how these interactions advance his critical consciousness.   
Liam called Karen sometime in between two of our interviews and they had a long 
conversation, of which he recounted much to me when next we met. There is a warmth in his 
voice when he talks about her, and he explicitly states his gratitude for her willingness to 
have these types of conversations with him. He laments, “I don’t see Karen nearly as much as 
I’d like to, but periodically when we do see each other it’s, you know, we lose an hour just 
talking and there’s always something like that[related to race and racism] that comes 
up”(Liam, Interview 2 Part 1). With respect to advancing his critical consciousness, Liam 
believes that experiences with individuals, like his interactions with Karen and other people 
of marginalized positionalities and perspectives, have driven a lot of his development.  
Choosing to Learn 
One way in which Liam has increased his exposure to the experiences and 
perspectives of those of marginalized positionalities is through media, including books, radio, 
television, online articles, and social media. Liam shows evidence of choosing to learn, or at 
least engaging in educational materials, from fairly early on in his life, though it is a tide that 
picks up significantly in the most recent 15 years. In high school, he chose to read Harper 
Lee’s To Kill a Mocking Bird, though it was not assigned to him, which prompted him to 
think about issues of race and racism. Later in college, he chose to read books like Margret 
Atwood’s Handmaid’s Tale and Virginia Woolf’s Orlando. All of this literature exposed 
Liam to new ideas and helped him to think about the world and issues of injustice in new 
ways.  
As we talk, Liam refers to specific books, radio stories and movies that he has read, 
listened to and watched over the years that have all contributed to his ongoing and evolving 
thinking about issues of social inequity. His engagement with these various forms of media 
has been one of the main drivers of his vocabulary development related to social justice in 
the past several years. Liam explains that, for nearly all of the social-justice related 
vocabulary that he has learned, by the time he learned it he was already familiar with the 
concept but simply had not had a word to describe it. He recalls that it was through reading 
about Trayvon Martin’s death, and reactions to it, that he learned the term “institutional 
racism.” In 2014, Patricia Arquette, a White actress, delivered an ill-conceived Oscar’s 
speech that attempted to call for equality in wages for women, but in doing so further 
marginalized LGBTQ people and women of color. The plethora of pieces penned in response 
to and criticism of that speech were what introduced Liam to the term “intersectionality.”  
Liam also describes the importance of reading the stories of others in order to develop 
empathy and as a catalyst for reflecting on his own life. Realizing the limitations of his own 
experiences, particularly as a middle-class, cisgender, heterosexual, White man, Liam sees 
purposefully learning about the stories and experiences of others as a way to develop 
empathy and understanding for things he does not experience personally. Building from the 
questioning of a single perspective, discussed earlier, Liam describes how when he 





perspectives on issues. In this way, he lessens the risk that the perspective that he receives 
will only be the dominant one.  
The popularization of the internet in the early 2000s and eventual rise of social media 
provided Liam a new avenue for engaging in his own research and learning. As Liam 
increasingly made efforts to understand his students, their lives, and interests, the internet 
was an important medium through which Liam chose to learn more. Eventually his 
engagement online, in forums, reading articles, reading blogs, watching videos and engaging 
with social media, became an important way that Liam expanded his knowledge and 
understanding of social equity issues. Conversations with his students would often prompt 
Liam to go home and do some online research to better understand their interests and the 
issues that they discussed.   
His engagement with these types of media are part consumption and part production. 
With regard to consumption, reading, listening to, and watching things helped Liam 
understand issues such as institutionalized racism and poverty differently, and often provided 
personal stories to anchor and deepen his understanding.  In terms of production, Liam talks 
about engaging in online argument or debate. Though he says that it sometimes feels like 
“spinning your wheels”(Liam, Interview 3 Part 1), he rationalizes it as practice that helps him 
be better able to articulate things, and better able to communicate with people that are 
sometimes “really difficult to communicate with”(Liam, Interview 3 Part 1). He also realizes 
that in the end he may not win someone over, but that the argument itself may have some 
benefit for the others who witness it.  
The tide of Liam’s critical consciousness with respect to racial inequity also rose 
significantly with the upsurge of national media attention to the murders of Black men by 
police officers and the birth of the #BlackLivesmatter Movement. With the murder of 
Trayvon Martin26 in 2012, Liam recalls bringing that event into his classes and discussing it 
specifically with respect to race. His summer exposure at Dream to educators directly 
engaging issues of equity with students converged with his own growing awareness of equity 
issues (in particular racial equity) and his developed approach to teaching and learning that 
had come to center relevance to students’ lives and experiences; this resulted in a significant 
uptick in his incorporation of social and racial justice issues into his classroom in the last 
couple years he spent at D. P. Mosca.  
Moving to Castile High School 
After spending the majority of his career at D. P. Mosca High School, Liam made a 
move about three years ago to Castile High School, a smaller, magnet high school also in 
Douglass. Liam’s oldest child was already in attendance at Castile High, and his middle child 
started there in 6th grade the same year Liam began teaching there. In the first year at Castile 
High, Liam had the opportunity to partner with an artist-in-residence at his school. During 
that year, they worked together to create a unit centered on the novel Things Fall Apart by 
Chinua Achebe, which Liam had taught many times before. The new unit centered on 
broadly questioning the narratives that are told and who owns those. As part of the unit 
                                                            
26 Trayvon Martin was a 17 year old, unarmed Black high school student who was shot and killed by George 
Zimmerman, a 28-year old man of mixed racial and ethnic background (Peruvian, Afro-Peruvian and German 
descent). Martin was visiting relatives in a neighborhood in Florida. Zimmerman pursued Martin and later shot 
him after a physical altercation. Zimmerman was initially not charged with a crime, but after a large public 
outcry was charged with murder for Martin’s death. He was acquitted at trial on the grounds of self-defense. 





students were prompted to consider what happens to stories that are told by others, and they 
worked on crafting and owning their own stories. Liam’s explicit focus on considering issues 
of power, voice, and narrative in this unit exemplifies a shift in the focus of his teaching as it 
converged with his thinking about issues of inequity that had been developing over several 
years.  
Castile High School itself served as an environment that supported Liam’s critical 
consciousness growth. At Castile High, the student body is diverse across a number of axes 
and students choose to come there. Because Castile High is a magnet school, students must 
apply through the random lottery and be selected to attend. Liam has observed that the 
students at his school and the school community at large are proud to be unique and to not fit 
into many of the traditional molds. They have a high number of LGBTQ students, EC 
students, students of color, and students in poverty.  
After the election of Donald Trump to the U.S. presidency in 2016, Liam recalls how 
emotional the day following the election seemed to be nearly all of the students in the 
building. That day, Liam explains that the whole school more or less spent their class time 
discussing the election and giving students the chance to process their own reactions to it. 
Liam’s oldest daughter, Maria, was in his class at the time and was very upset. She had 
wanted to stay home from school, but Liam had encouraged her to go by reminding her that 
Castile was a place where she would be surrounded by people who were going to be 
supportive. He recalls this scene in his class: 
Then I let them share. And Maria shared and got emotional and, and broke down in 
class. And, um, some kids got up to comfort her. One of them, three of them, one was 
a, a Black trans boy. One is a Black Muslim girl. And the other was a Latino boy who 
had already expressed concern about his family being undocumented. And the three 
of them, like, converged on my little, lesbian, crying daughter and hugged each other. 
(Liam, Interview 4) 
This caring, supportive community full of students that experience multiple marginalized 
social positions has provided an environment that has continued to advance Liam’s critical 
consciousness, particularly with regard to intersectionality. He explains that, “There are a lot 
of issues of justice that converge here” (Liam, Interview 4) with regard to the oppressions 
that his students face. Observing and listening to his students’ experiences help provide 
anchors and examples for Liam’s understanding of the intersectional nature of oppression 
and privilege.  
  Liam’s students have also offered explicit feedback and correction with regard to 
pedagogical choices that they do not support. For example, the first year he arrived at Castile 
High, Liam was teaching Oedipus Rex, and was hoping to get students to make current 
connections to the ways in which the children of Oedipus and Jocasta were ostracized 
because of the incestuous relationship between their parents. He asked students to consider 
what children today suffer based on their parents’ relationship.  He saw it as an opportunity 
to talk about the unjust treatment of gay people and their families. Liam’s students, however, 
critiqued the question. He recalls,  
I had somebody say, ‘Uh, I don’t like that question. I don’t think we should use it 
because I think it’s going to lead to a comparison between incest and LGBTQ people. 
And that’s really not fair to put them on, to equivocate.’ And I was like, ‘Wow. 
You’re right!’ And I mean, there were a lot of moments like that for me. (Liam, 





Direct feedback like this is one way that Liam’s students have advanced his critical 
consciousness. As with his previous students, he has also learned through day-to-day 
interactions as he learns about them and their lives. Liam’s exposure to transsexual and 
gender non-binary students, in particular, has increased since his arrival at Castile High. 
Working with these students, Liam has learned to inquire about students’ preferred pronouns. 
Also, after hearing students use it frequently, he has incorporated the use of the singular 
“they”27 into his speech when appropriate.  
Grace and the Association of Public School Educators  
His move to Castile High School also coincided with Liam’s increased involvement 
in the local teacher professional organization, the Association of Public School Educators 
(APSE), the local chapter of the state-level teacher professional organization. Liam had 
joined the APSE many years earlier, mostly out of desire for access to legal representation if 
he were to every need it in the context of his employment as a teacher. The state within 
which Liam works is a “right-to-work” state, so organizations like the APSE serve some of 
the functions that teachers unions do in other states, though much less powerfully; for 
example, organizations like ASPE are prohibited by law from collective bargaining.  
Liam describes the ASPE’s approach to advocating for teachers and students 
throughout most of his career as “respectability politics” (Liam, Interview 2 part 2). He 
explains that approach as, “where we’re going to work within the system that is set up to not 
work with us. But we’re going to play by their rules and try to get ahead. And by our decency 
and playing by their rules, we will earn our spot at the table and all” (Liam, Interview 2 Part 
2). During this time, the ASPE, as an environment, did not play any role in Liam’s 
developing thinking about social inequity, and Liam was not a particularly active member.  
In 2015, just prior to Liam making the move to Castile High School, the APSE 
underwent an important change in leadership which shifted the entire focus and trajectory of 
the organization. Aligning temporally with a burgeoning wave of national media attention to 
the extrajudicial killings of Black people by police officers, the APSE elected a new 
president, Mark Samuels, to lead the organization. Samuels was a White male teacher in a 
Douglass public school with a background in political organizing. Samuels leveraged his 
political organizing skills to lead the APSE in a new, bold direction that centered “racial and 
social justice” (Liam, interview 3 part 2) and engaging teachers in political activism toward 
those ends.  
 An important colleague, and now close friend, Grace started teaching at Castile high 
school not long after Liam did. This was at the rise of APSE as a more politically active 
organization, and Grace drew Liam into action with her. Grace is a White woman whom 
Liam describes as highly principled with a “passion for organizing and political activism” 
(Liam, Interview 2 Part 2). Liam explains that shortly after her arrival Grace began, “just 
dragging me to APSE meetings. And getting me involved with little subcommittees on 
various projects....she's the connection that drew me into action. Being an active member of 
APSE.” (Liam, Interview 2 Part 2).  
  His friendship and professional relationship with Grace has had an important 
influence on his developing awareness and engagement with issues of equity, particularly as 
they pertain to schools and education. His involvement with APSE has given Liam a formal 
environment in which to participate in trainings and workshops about social and racial 
                                                            
27 Some people, often those who identify as gender non-binary, prefer the pronoun “they” used in the singular to 





inequity and to advance his understanding of how to engage in action to address those issues. 
He and Grace, because they are friends and colleagues that teach directly across the hall from 
one another, also engage in ongoing informal conversations about issues of inequity and 
injustice and how those things relate to the work that they do as teachers in their classrooms.  
Liam has developed a deep respect for Grace as a person and as a teacher. This strong 
relationship allows him to learn from her example, and to accept her feedback and correction 
when she offers it. He also credits this to her ability to offer correction respectfully. After one 
difficult interaction with a student, Grace approached Liam and asked him about the 
situation, listening to his explanation and offering a suggestion of what her own approach 
would have been. At some point after the conversation, Liam realized, with some surprise, 
“She just, like, corrected me in the most respectful way that I didn’t even know I was being 
corrected. And I was like, ‘And I don’t feel, you know, ashamed or anything.’ But she was 
showing me how she would have dealt with it, and, you know, she listened” (Liam, Interview 
3 Part 1). Liam expresses his gratitude for her willingness to engage with him about these 
topics, give him feedback and serve as a strong model.  
Liam’s choice to be involved with APSE represents another facet of his persistent and 
growing commitment to choosing to learn and educate himself purposefully on issues of 
injustice and action. As a social environment, APSE is a space where engagement with social 
justice issues is the norm, and the people and activities of the organization support and 
encourage that.  
Critical Consciousness in Teaching Practice 
For our last two interviews, Liam is back in school teaching, so we meet during his 
planning time towards the end of the day in his classroom. Occasionally, as we talk, another 
teacher or a student will stick their head into the room to ask Liam a question or seek 
instructions. He interacts with his co-workers and students with a cheerful, kind demeanor 
that communicates a familiarity and warmth; interactions seem neither strained nor formal. 
Near the ceiling on the right hand wall of his classroom, there is an enormous red rectangle 
that is approximately four feet tall by eight feet wide. In large, bold letters on the left it says 
“Educate, Organize, Mobilize.” The rest of the rectangle is covered with over 100 photos of 
women, most of whom appear to be women of color. At a quick glance, I spot Angela Davis, 
Harriet Tubman and Dolores Huerta. At the top is written “She persisted…” There are 
pentagonal desks for students, arranged into groups. Liam’s desk sits at the back of the room, 
completely covered with books, papers, a very old typewriter, and other odds and ends. His 
chair is pushed to the side and holds a box that is spilling over with what appears to be 
clothing. I would venture to guess he spends very little time, if any, sitting at his desk. 
Almost every flat surface in the room, save the students’ desks, is covered with stuff. The 
whiteboard at the front of the room is filled with Liam’s legible, but messy, scrawling 
handwriting. There are posters of Barack and Michelle Obama’s presidential portraits on the 
wall. The room feels consistent with the impression that I have formed of Liam as a teacher 
and a person. The slight disarray layered with elements that celebrate and promote awareness 
and action gives the impression that Liam has made this space more about doing the work of 
teaching and learning than simply looking the part. His classroom feels a fitting place to ask 
Liam about how he sees his critical consciousness as influencing his teaching practice 
currently.  
Not “one right way”: Flexibility, respect, relationships. In this conversation, we hit 





path of critical consciousness came to intersect with his thinking about education. For 
example, Liam talks about how, in contrast to his earlier “one right way” approach, he 
intentionally tries to ensure that he is understanding students in their space. He explains, 
Not just in how they relate to me, or how they adjust to me, or how they fit into my 
idea of right and wrong and all that. But, how I can teach them things that will help 
them and, and benefit them, but while respecting who they are and how they want to 
do it. (Liam, Interview 4) 
In general, Liam holds respect as foundational to his interactions with students. He sees this 
as manifesting in his more flexible, less heavy-handed approach to working with students. 
Liam says,  
I’ve come to see it [his current approach] less as a strategic thing and more as just a 
respect thing. Leave room for who they are and for me to learn and honor that (and 
enjoy—why would I deny myself that?), rather than rigidly imposing my 
preconceived notions of how we’re supposed to interact. (Liam, Interview 4 Follow-
up Email) 
Liam’s respect for students also translates to his emphasis on building empathic, caring 
relationships with them. He makes a concerted effort to get to know students personally. He 
requires less homework than he used to, as he hasn’t seen much academic benefit to it. He 
also believes that significant amounts of homework presumes too much about the students’ 
environments away from school, placing those with different demands and challenges at 
home at a disadvantage. He stocks his classroom with food and allows students to eat in 
class. These decisions reflect Liam’s deep care for students and consideration of them within 
the context of their lives outside of school.  
No neutral: Supportive, relevant, critical teaching. Liam believes that it is his 
personal responsibility to ensure that his classroom is as safe and welcoming as possible for 
all of his students. When we discuss how he thinks about this, it becomes clear that Liam’s 
emphasis is on ensuring that students that have been traditionally marginalized feel welcome 
and supported in his classroom. This commitment manifests in his taking a firm stance from 
the beginning of every school year against homophobic language and comments made by his 
students. He describes purposefully incorporating opportunities during his getting-to-know-
you activities to open up conversations about oppression; conversations like those are meant 
to help give Liam’s students an early indication of where Liam stands with regards to issues 
of social justice.  Liam also explains that he does not attempt to remain “neutral” when topics 
come up in class or events happen outside of school that have the potential to marginalize his 
students. He explains, “So if the president is saying something that legitimately scares and 
endangers my students, I’m going to condemn it. I’m going to speak up about it. I’m going to 
speak up about it in class” (Liam, Interview 4).  
As discussed previously, Liam has also come to believe strongly in incorporating 
current events, particularly those related to issues of equity and justice, into the classroom. 
This is one way in which he aims to make what students are learning in school relevant to 
their lives and concerns beyond the school walls. Liam also uses these events as avenues to 
help students’ develop their own abilities to think critically. He explains that “Critical 
thinking is how we see through a lot of bullshit, I mean how we see…We vet our media 
sources better. We, you know, see through propaganda” ( Liam, Interview 4). Liam sees 
developing his students’ critical thinking skills as foundational to his students being able to 





If we then break through the, what I now recognize as White supremacist culture, uh, 
If we are ever to break through those structures, it’s, it’s going to have to be because 
people recognize it for what it is and stand up to it. And I want my kids to play a role 
in that. (Liam, Interview 4).  
With regard to content, Liam has come to incorporate more and more topics that challenge 
the status quo into his teaching. In his role as an English teacher, he is expected to teach 
Dominant American English grammar. He jokingly refers to this weekly grammar session as 
“Grammar Time,” a light hearted reference to M.C. Hammer’s “Hammer Time.” Liam 
explains that in the last few years he has come to problematize, with his students, the idea 
that there are hard and fast rules, in favor of exploring the flexibility and adaptability of 
language.  He explains, 
I kind of made the connection of, traditional grammar, while it has its place and all, 
and that’s part of my job, it’s a little bit like cultural literacy in that it’s reinforcing a 
particular world view, and placing value, on a certain way of doing things.(Liam, 
Interview 4) 
Liam also discusses topics like White supremacy and colonization with this students. He 
frames these topics with older works, like Wole Soyinka’s (1962) poem “Telephone 
Conversation,” and more contemporary works, such as Ta-Nehisi Coates’s (2015) Between 
the World and Me, to encourage students to draw direct connections between these topics and 
the world around them.  
Many of the examples that Liam provides to illustrate the influence of his critical 
consciousness on his practice are drawn from his last few years of teaching. From his 
description, it is clear that Liam continues to grow, change, and reflect on his teaching 
practice with respect to his ever-evolving critical consciousness.  
Continuing on the Path 
As I ask Liam about whether his thinking about issues of social inequity related to 
race, class, gender, and sexual orientation continue to change, the answer is always a 
resounding yes. Social media and media broadly continue to play an important role and serve 
as resources from which Liam draws to continue to learn and grow in his understanding of 
issues of social justice. Liam’s ongoing path has come to include elements of direct political 
action. He has shared with me publications that he has written for local newspapers, and I 
have found pictures of him on the internet when doing research into local teacher activism. 
His involvement with APSE and growing social network through that involvement continues 
to propel him forward in his awareness, understanding, and action.  
 Throughout his life, being connected to people of marginalized positionalities and 
perspectives has been an important part of his path of critical consciousness. Though they do 
not keep in touch as closely or frequently as they did when they were in high school, Liam 
and Chris continue to have a strong, close bond as friends. Over the course of our interviews, 
discussing his path with me prompted Liam to call Chris to catch up; they spoke for over 2 
hours on the phone. Liam’s friendship with Chris laid down important foundational 
understandings and awareness for Liam about poverty, the relevance of race, and the 
challenges of being Black in America. As is illustrated throughout Liam’s narrative, there are 
numerous other friends and colleagues who have also generously shared their perspectives 
and experiences with Liam throughout his life. Importantly, as his path has come to intersect 





have come to play an important role in continuing to advance Liam in binding more tightly 
his critical consciousness, teaching, and action.  
Finally, as he has progressed through his career, Liam’s students have provided him 
an important window into the implications and realities of occupying various marginalized 
social positions in Douglass. Through his interactions with them and their openness, his 
students have served as an ever-present source of perspective, stories and feedback that keep 
Liam moving forward.  
Commitment to Walking the Walk 
Though Liam is not currently involved in any formal faith community, a strand of 
moral commitment to the alignment of beliefs and action seems to undergird his advancing 
critical consciousness and, in particular, the intertwining of his growing understanding of 
social inequity with his teaching and activism throughout his life. This strand starts with his 
early frustration and ultimate rejection of The New Life because of the hypocrisy he found 
there, a misalignment of beliefs and actions. It continues as he drops involvement with the 
informal religious group because their academic study of Biblical scripture lacked outreach, 
essentially amounting to beliefs without action. In college he becomes passionate about war 
and the environment and takes action, participating in his first protest in opposition to the 
Gulf War.  The strand continues as he joins Faith Promise, a faith community focused 
explicitly on faith through action; he finds that space deeply satisfying. He picks up with a 
more action- and service- oriented focus through his teaching, engaging students in 
community service through National Honors Society and at the Dream summer program. 
Most recently, through his involvement with APSE, he now engages in direct political action, 
as his awareness and understanding of issues of social equity grow.  
Liam translates his firm belief in connecting beliefs with action to how he thinks 
about engaging his students with issues of injustice. Liam is not satisfied with the idea of 
students simply being aware of or understanding issues of inequity, they must be empowered 
to do something about them; action and awareness are fundamentally intertwined. First he 
explains this in terms of Christian scripture saying, “Faith without deeds is dead” (Liam 
Interview 4), but then he rephrases into more secular and colloquial terms saying, “Talk is 
cheap”(Liam, Interview 4). This moral commitment to connecting beliefs and action has been 
evident throughout Liam’s life and continues to be an important part of his path of critical 
consciousness development and the ways in which he connects his critical consciousness to 















APPENDIX G: PENELOPE’S CASE NARRATIVE 
Penelope’s Path 
 
Penelope is a math teacher at a public middle school in Douglass. She is out of school 
for the summer and starting to prepare for her 5th year of full-time teaching when I meet her 
in sweltering July.  When I arrive at Penelope’s apartment, I can hear the excited barking of 
her dog, Joshua.  She opens the door and I see dozens of boxes stacked atop one another 
lining one wall of her living room, nearly blocking the way in.  The boxes represent the 
content of her classroom, stored here in her apartment over the summer until she is able to 
return them to school.  I remember distinctly boxing up my own classroom materials at the 
end of every school year.  Seeing them here, in Penelope’s own living room, calls into my 
consciousness an awareness of how many classroom materials teachers purchase themselves.  
All of the supplies in these boxes were purchased by Penelope herself or donated by 
generous friends or family members that wanted to support her work in the classroom.  
Penelope offers me coffee, which I gratefully accept.  She seems nervous, but excited, talking 
fast and moving quickly around the small kitchen/dining room; with her slight build and 
swift manner, she reminds me a bit of a humming bird. Her energy is almost electric. I am 
enthusiastic, too, but try to maintain a calm, steady demeanor in an effort to quell any 
nervousness that she may be feeling.  
We settle into her living room area, flanked on one side by that wall of boxes.  There 
are two couches facing one another; initially we sit across from each other, but soon I move 
to sit beside her on the couch nearest the window so that we can work together on the 
timeline and both see it from a shared orientation.  I do all of the writing on the timeline 
while Penelope sits back and talks.  Her parents have recently started working on decluttering 
their house, so Penelope has a large Rubbermaid tote full of her keepsakes which are now in 
Penelope’s possession as they are no longer welcome at her parents’ house.  Every now and 
then, as we talk, Penelope will get up and quickly rummage through the tote to locate 
pictures or a scrapbook, providing faces and settings for the people and places we talk about.  
Her dog, Joshua, is a tiny dog, topping out at probably 8 pounds soaking wet.  He features 
fairly heavily in our transcripts, as Penelope and I both find ourselves engaging with him as 
we chat.  
Family Cultural and Religious Background 
When I ask Penelope about her family’s ethnic or cultural background, she explains 
that her mom’s side of the family is half Scottish and half Irish.  Her mother remains 
connected to that heritage, and shared that connection with Penelope while she was growing 
up, hanging a copy of their family crest in the house and watching Irish movies with 
Penelope and her brother.  Her father’s side was Jewish, which she felt equally connected to 
growing up.  For her parents, and ultimately for Penelope, the Jewish connection was 
cultural, rather than religious.   
Though Penelope’s parents joined a Synagogue when they moved to Burke City near 
the time Penelope was born, they chose to leave that religious space by the time she was 
three or four years old.  Later, when Penelope was around 11, she remembers having friends 
preparing for bar mitzvahs and bat mitzvahs and asking her mother about why their family 





describes her as “very anti-organized religion” (Penelope, Interview 1).  Her mother was 
open with Penelope about her critiques, which Penelope summarizes as “pretty much every 
organized religion is just old White men telling people what to do” (Penelope, Interview 1).  
From these conversations, Penelope derived the understanding that her mother was ultimately 
critiquing the power dynamics present in these spaces where, “they [old White men] have all 
the power and no one else has any and you have to do what they say” (Penelope, Interview 
1).  
Parents 
Conversations with her parents set important foundational pieces of awareness and 
understanding in place for Penelope with regard to equity. In Penelope’s household, she 
recalls her mother as being “in charge” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1), and she uses words 
like “empowered” and “feminist” (Penelope, Interview 1) to describe her.  When discussing 
conversations that she had with her parents while she was growing up about issues related to 
inequity, she almost always refers to having these conversations with her mother. She does 
make a point to clarify, however, that her father would certainly affirm everything that her 
mother said.  She describes him as simply less talkative than her mother.   
Penelope’s mother was an outspoken feminist, and talked with Penelope openly about 
the challenges she would face as a woman, particularly in the workplace. Most of Penelope’s 
early awareness of sexism centered on the workplace thanks to these conversations with her 
mother.  
 Additionally, sexual orientation was a topic discussed and acknowledged, not 
ignored, in Penelope’s household. Growing up, even before she realized she was gay, she 
knew her parents would be supportive if she was. She describes her parents as, “always really 
affirming of like who I wanted to be” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1).  Penelope’s mother had 
been active in theater throughout high school, and had one friend, in particular, from that 
time, Justin, who was very close to the family.  Justin was a Black man, who eventually came 
out as gay. Penelope recalls seeing him frequently growing up and at one point in early 
childhood, asking her mother if he was part of their family.  For various reasons, Penelope’s 
parents did not pursue ongoing relationships with their blood-relatives, so their extended 
kinship network was constituted of chosen family (friends like Justin and neighbors).   
  In addition to gender and sexual orientation, Penelope’s parents also discussed race 
and racial inequity with her. She describes these conversation as being fairly basic, but 
touching on important concepts that would become more salient for her later in life, like 
intersectionality. Though they certainly didn’t use that term at the time, Penelope specifically 
remembers her mother acknowledging that there would be differences in lived experiences 
and challenges based on whether you were a White woman or a Black woman.   
Penelope describes her parents as being “pretty woke”(Penelope, Interview 1) for the 
90s, explaining that they were pro-choice, and,  
were willing to talk about race and class and gender. I mean not maybe not as words. 
They were willing to admit when they didn’t know something or they’re thinking had 
been wrong or behind. Um, they’ve always been like that. They have never, they’ve, 
they have their prejudices like everybody, but they’ve always been willing to 
acknowledge them and talk about them. (Penelope, Interview 1) 
Penelope’s parents have also served as important models for willingness to grow and 
learn with regard to equity issues. To illustrate this, she gives the example of her father 





read during Passover] and he says, you know, ‘When it’s your turn to read and you can use 
whatever gender pronouns you feel like are appropriate for God’” (Penelope, Interview 1).  
She explains that 10 years before, using non-masculine pronouns to refer to God is 
something he likely would not have been open to. Seeing her own parents’ model continual 
learning and the ability and willingness to have their minds changed has influenced her to 
strive to do the same.  
With regard to racial inequity, Penelope repeatedly talks about how her parents were 
impactful on her early awareness that life was not the same for White people and Black 
people. She explains that, “They were very much acknowledging of there are people who 
will have it hard and may not ever be able to be successful because of things they are up 
against. They definitely said that about race” (Penelope, Interview 1).  Based on their own 
background and the dominant ethos in Burke City, as Penelope explains it, this 
acknowledgment was complicated a bit by an underlying message about the importance of 
hard work.  
Before Penelope was born, her parents both worked to put themselves through college 
and build a solidly middle-class life for themselves and their family without financial help 
from their own parents. Throughout her growing up, her parents engaged Penelope with an 
interesting combination of emphasis on the importance of individual hard work in order to be 
successful (as had been their own experience), and acknowledgement that there were factors 
like race (and racism) that hindered the abilities of some and privileged the abilities of others 
to be successful.  As we discuss this, she reflects on what she can now recognize as a 
misalignment between a race and racism-consciousness and the individual/colorblind focus 
that her parents appeared to embrace at the same time, saying that it is, “interesting to think 
about, ‘cause you want to think that your parents had like more of a vision when they set out 
to teach you about life, but they really didn’t” (Penelope, Interview 1). 
  Penelope makes sense of this duality of an individualist, colorblind, and hard work 
narrative contrasted with a race-conscious approach by understanding her family’s context 
within Burke City. She explains, “Like Burke City, was very much like, ‘Everyone’s 
different and unique and special.’ So we were just kind of used to that rhetoric and were- ‘oh 
well, if someone’s Black, it’s just something that makes them unique and special’” 
(Penelope, Interview 1).  She describes Burke City’s flavor of progressivism as a 
combination of colorblindness and acknowledgment of racism as an important part of the 
past, but not the present.  Ultimately, these factors converged to provide her with a basic 
level of awareness of racial inequity, but still a skewed perception that racism (at least racism 
at its worst) was a thing of the past. 
Though Penelope describes her mother as being much more vocal than her father, and 
more frequently refers to conversations with her mother, she has distinct memories of talking 
with her dad about politics and voting as she was 16 and 17, coming up on voting age.  She 
remembers her father talking explicitly about his distrust of the two-party system and 
explaining why he was registered as an independent.  Penelope views this as an important 
part of how she was raised, not accepting the current system for what or how it was.   
Penelope’s mother also modeled political involvement, protesting the Iraq War in the 
early 2000s. Penelope recalls, “I remember that [her mom protesting against the invasion of 
Iraq] and the signs sat in our kitchen for a really long time as a reminder of civic duty” 





when you see something wrong happening around you, doing her civic duty and instilling a 
similar value in Penelope.  
Motivation: Face Value, Right and Wrong, Doing Something About It 
Penelope explains that she has always had (and continues to have) the tendency to 
take what people say at face value and believe them. This quality can be a strength by 
allowing her to listen to the experiences of others without immediately judging or 
discounting them; however, especially when she was younger, this also led her to readily 
accept the viewpoints espoused by those that she trusted without much question. Penelope 
gives the example of having her mother react to a friend’s gender transition (male to female) 
during her early college years, with her opinion that the transition was “a little much” 
(Penelope, Interview 1), suggesting that her friend was “just gay” and making other 
unsupportive comments.  Penelope describes her own reaction as taking on and mirroring 
those beliefs at the time, only later coming to interrogate those stances as she interacted with 
more transgender people and learned more about being transgender.  
In addition to a tendency to accept things at face value, since she was young, 
Penelope has always had a strong and clearly delineated sense of right and wrong.  She tends 
to see things in terms of black and white, and is only now learning to deal with gray areas. 
She attributes this partly to her sense that she “probably should have been diagnosed with 
something on the spectrum,” (Penelope, Interview 1) referring to the autism spectrum and the 
tendency of those on the autism spectrum towards polarized thinking patterns.  She makes 
reference to this repeatedly through our interviews. Though she sees it as a driving force 
behind her motivation to address and rectify things she judges to be “wrong,” (specifically 
issues of inequity) it also means that she has to work hard to understand the nuances and 
complexities of issues related to equity.   
Penelope’s strong sense of right and wrong is linked to her equally strong feeling that, 
“If something is wrong, you should try to do something about it” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 
1).  She says,  
I’ve always been someone who, if something is wrong, like, we need to do something 
about it, we can’t just talk about it. It’s, it’s weird for me because I see things very 
black and white. Like, either you’re doing something to fix or you’re not. (Penelope, 
Interview 3 Part 1) 
She is genuinely confused when she encounters people who do not feel that way. She 
explains,  
It’s just weird to me that there are people who live their lives as like, ‘well, that’s just 
how things are.’ Like, ‘Can’t fix it.’ Or, ‘Yeah, this sucks, but there’s nothing we can 
do about it right now.’ Or like, ‘Yeah, this sucks, but, like, we should wait for this 
person to do something.’ Like, I just don’t understand how people can live like that. It 
doesn’t make any sense to me. (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1) 
Penelope connects her sense that she can and must take action to try to rectify 
problems in the world to having been surrounded by numerous strong, female role models 
while she was growing up, including her mother.  As mentioned earlier, Penelope recalls her 
mother’s impassioned political activism in opposition to the US invasion of Iraq in the early 
2000s.  She expresses gratitude for being raised by those that raised her.  In Penelope’s 
neighborhood while she was growing up, many of the children spent significant time in each 
other’s houses, so Penelope has a sense that she was raised not only by her own mother, but 





who all worked outside the home and did not take any shit” (Penelope, Interview 3).   
Penelope absorbed a lot from these women, their guidance, and their example.  A lot of these 
women overcame significant obstacles to break into their fields and make careers for 
themselves. She lists one as a first generation college student and another who came to the 
United States as an immigrant and now holds a professorship at a prestigious university.  She 
explains that these women were, 
people who just wanted to do something and they did it. It wasn’t seen as like a 
bootstraps thing. It was just like, if you want something and something is preventing 
you from, from doing it, you need to figure out how to, how to fix that. And not just 
get around it, but like fix it. Because other people might be suffering from the same 
thing. (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1) 
Though even to the present Penelope does not consider herself religious, her 
connection to her Jewish heritage and culture grew significantly as Penelope moved into 
college and chose to connect herself to Jewish spaces, such as a Jewish summer camp that 
she worked at for several years and the Hillel group on her college campus. When discussing 
this motivation toward taking action, she recalls a particular passage from the Pirkei Avot (a 
Jewish text) that she encountered through her work at a Jewish summer camp.  Penelope 
recites the passage, “It’s not your obligation to finish the work, but neither are you free to 
desist from it” (Penelope, Interview 4).  Although Penelope’s connection to Judaism is not a 
faith-based one, this value is connected to her cultural Jewish heritage and reinforces her 
belief that she has a responsibility to do her part of “the work” (Penelope, Interview 4).   
Burke City Public Schools 
Consistent with what Penelope perceived as the broader trend in Burke City 
progressivism (discussed above), the schooling environment that she experienced in Burke 
City public schools supported Penelope’s critical consciousness development in limited 
ways, while stifling it in others.  For example, her K-12 experience did little to develop her 
understanding of the complexities of things like the Civil Rights movement or current issues 
of inequity of virtually any kind.  Penelope explains her interpretation of the message she 
received about racism and the civil rights movement as follows: 
Black people came and demanded more, White people were like, “oh yeah, you 
totally should have more,” integrated the schools and now everyone’s happy. That 
was the story that was told in Burke City. There were very few nuances to it. Um, and 
Martin Luther King was untouchable. (Penelope, Interview 1) 
She describes their treatment of the civil rights movement as devoid of any real discussion of 
the organizing that was involved.  She is also clear that though, as a relatively progressive 
place (compared to other parts of the state), Burke City acknowledged race, but most 
frequently in ways that only engaged it as an aspect of one’s personal identity that made one 
unique. Any discussion of racism was situated in the past, without acknowledgment that 
racism was a real and ongoing issue.   
One exception to this was Penelope’s kindergarten teacher, Ms. Madison, a Black 
woman who Penelope describes as “a very wonderful teacher” (Penelope, Interview 2).  
Penelope doesn’t remember many details, but knows that this teacher did discuss race in 
class with them by tying it in to books written for young readers, like those by Patricia 
Polacco. Despite the fact that she doesn’t remember many specifics of her discussions with 





basic exposure raised her awareness of racial inequity.  Penelope describes being with a 
Black classmate during that year,  
I remember looking at my hands one time, like when we were just at lunch or 
something and thinking like, ‘um, these could easily be the same color as hers.’ Like 
I- I had this idea that like it would, like, my soul would just have happened to get 
born into this body. It could have easily happened to someone else, ‘cause you know, 
that’s how you think about it when you’re little. . . . I remember looking at my hands 
and thinking, like, picturing if they were black, like if they were a Black person’s. 
And we had, I’m sure we had been talking about something related to racial inequity 
in class because I remember thinking literally like ‘My life would be so much harder 
if my hands looked like that.’ (Penelope, Interview 1) 
Unfortunately, this experience with Ms. Black was uncommon in her experience in Burke 
City public schools. The engagement, or lack thereof, in her K-12 schooling experience in 
Burke City aligns with how Penelope describes the ethos of Burke City as a whole. She 
describes the city as being considered progressive, but in ways that did little to actually 
acknowledge or address issues of inequity.  She describes Burke City as having a, “kumbaya 
mentality, like ‘we are the world, we are all part of one whole. We’re all equally valid,’ 
which, I’m sure, didn’t want to acknowledge the issues that were still going on” (Penelope, 
Interview 1).  The focus on unique individuals aligns with the dominant cultural value in the 
United States of individualism.   
Insofar as sexual orientation was concerned in Burke City, Penelope recalls having 
friends come out as gay in high school, having her high school put on a performance of a 
play about Matthew Shephard (a gay man killed in a homophobic attack in the 1990s), and 
having the sense that, despite still being somewhat taboo, those who were gay in the 
community were generally accepted in this place.   Still, the approach to sex education that 
she remembers from high school was quite heteronormative, and she, herself, still had 
reservations about coming out at that time.  Although she knew that her parents would 
support her, she also knew that ultimately “life is still going to be harder, lots of other people 
are not going to be okay with this” (Penelope, Interview 1).   
Penelope only recalls having one teacher in high school who really engaged any issue 
of equity head-on.  Ms. Black, a White woman, taught Penelope’s honors English class at 
Burke City High School. Ms. Black would engage students in discussing and thinking about 
issues related to gender inequity.  Along the same lines as Penelope’s mother, Ms. Black 
addressed the challenges faced by women in the workplace, the wage-gap, male-female 
relationships, and beauty standards for women.  Though Penelope’s mother had broached 
these topics with her before, having Ms. Black engage them directly in class brought them 
into Penelope’s awareness in a concrete way for the first time. Penelope describes her as 
“super feminist”(Penelope, Interview 1) and thinks “she was amazing”(Penelope, Interview 
1), but looking back she also recognizes that Ms. Black’s engagement with feminism 
operated from a place that was heteronormative and failed to engage issues of race.  
On the whole, Ms. Black’s direct engagement with issues of gender-inequity was an 
anomaly in Penelope’s K-12 schooling experience. Burke City and Burke City public schools 
served as environments that simultaneously promoted and limited Penelope’s development of 
critical consciousness. Compared to many of the students that she later encountered as she 
moved into college, Penelope’s even basic awareness of race and racism historically and the 





surpassed the awareness and understanding of most of her college peers. Still, her awareness 
was limited by the focus in Burke City on individualism and the failure to engage issues of 
race and racism as current and systemic.  
B. T. Rustin University 
Penelope left Burke City after high school to attend nearby B.T. Rustin University on 
a scholarship specifically for those that intended to pursue teaching as a career. A small, 
private school, she chose to attend Rustin to take advantage of small class sizes and because 
her parents urged her to attend what they perceived to be the “most prestigious looking 
university” (Penelope, Interview 2) that participated in teaching scholarship program.  
Studying Abroad 
When she started attending B.T. Rustin University, Penelope sought out ways to 
connect with other students on campus. As discussed previously, Penelope did not have a 
strong affiliation with Judiasm growing up. Shortly after she arrived at Rustin, she connected 
with the Jewish organization on campus, Hillel. Her identification and affiliation with 
Judaism culturally grew, and has continued to grow since then, comprising an important part 
of Penelope’s life. During college, Penelope went on a Birthright trip to Israel28. Prior to 
going on the trip, Penelope knew very little about Israel and the conflict between Israel and 
Palestine. The environment afforded on this particular trip did not support Penelope’s critical 
consciousness development in this area. She says, “I was for sure brainwashed while I was 
there. Drank all the Kool-Aid. Came back ready to fight for the motherland” (Penelope, 
Interview 2). Here she is referring to the pro-Israel messaging that proliferated the trip. 
During college, she also worked at a Jewish summer camp, which also had some “very pro-
Israel stuff going on” (Penelope, Interview 2). Later, however, Penelope spent a semester 
studying abroad in Israel and had some experiences that did advance her critical 
consciousness.  
It was during her semester in Israel that Penelope started to develop a sense that her 
formal education, based in schools and classrooms, was failing to teach her a lot.  She 
explains,  
It changed me a lot in terms of having an attitude where I was good at school. And I 
knew school was for me, and I could learn anything from books or just from, from 
reading about it. You know, I could learn it in a class to realizing that there was a lot 
that wasn’t being taught to me. (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2)  
 Realizing this motivated Penelope to start, 
going out of my way to talk to people who weren’t White and who were from those 
areas. I mean, I just learned a million times more than anywhere else. Even if I wasn’t 
explicitly asking them about any of this stuff [equity issues]. I was just experiencing. 
Um…and that was the kind of thing that…I think changed, changed me a lot. 
(Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2) 
In Israel, Penelope attended a university there and recalls standing in a hallway between 
classes and hearing countless languages being spoken around her. As a White, middle-class 
person in the United States, she had largely internalized the dominant message given to her 
as she grew up, which she distills as “No matter where you’re from you are amazing and you 
are going to change the world. And you have all these things to offer. And like, oh you’re so 
smart because you can do well in school” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2).  Being surrounded 
                                                            
28 Birthright Israel is a not-for-profit organization that provides free ten-day trips to Israel for people of Jewish 





by people who spoke many languages and had many varied experiences led Penelope to 
realize what a small piece of that she actually was. She says, “I realized that I had so much 
less to offer than I had thought previously” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2). She explains that 
it changed her mind about how she needed to exist in the world. This experience pushed 
Penelope to purposefully seek out experiences and perspectives to broaden her own.   
Unlike on her Birthright trip, which was full of pro-Israel messaging, Penelope was 
able to pursue experiences during her semester abroad in Israel that exposed her to the day-
to-day realities of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict; she started to see oppression in Israeli-
Palestinian relations.  She observed what she describes as, “Blatant racism against people of 
Arab descent, all the time, everywhere” (Penelope, Interview 3, Part 2). She and some friends 
took a trip to the West Bank, where she witnessed a grandmother terrified and confused by 
Israeli soldiers at the border crossing. She explains the scene: 
She [the grandmother] clearly doesn’t really know what’s going on. She’s probably 
senile. She has a wedding ring on and the guard needs her to takeoff the wedding ring 
so she can go through the gate. Literally she’s an 80-year-old woman. None of this is 
necessary. Um, and she doesn’t want to take the ring off because she‘s saying she’s 
been wearing it since she married her late husband, you know, 60 years ago or 
whatever. Um, and she just starts sobbing and no one knows what to do. And the 
guard looks really flustered. And it was just, the whole thing was like really awful. 
And I have… I still remember exactly how I felt standing there watching that because 
it was the first thing…the first incident I saw personally that really made me question 
everything that Israel was doing. (Penelope, Interview 2) 
She also saw segregation and inequity in the schools between Israeli Arab children 
and Israeli Jewish children.  As she collected these experiences, she came to see connections 
between racism she had witnessed in the U.S. and the oppression of Palestinians in Israel.  
Penelope also spent a study abroad semester in Latin America, which gave her a new 
context within which to observe racism.  She explains,  
The eastern side of the country is white sand beaches and is literally where more 
White people live. The pacific side is black sand beaches and you’re going to find 
way more people who are not White there. It’s literally like split. In the capital city 
you’re gonna see people of all different races, there’s definitely like, uh, a very strong 
affinity for people with whiter skin. (Penelope, Interview 2)   
Both study abroad trips, to Latin America and to Israel, provided Penelope the opportunity to 
observe racism in a non-U.S. context. In Latin America, racism against people of more 
indigenous descent was prevalent and overt. In Israel, she saw the extent to which people of 
Arab descent were marginalized. The exposure to racism in these two places felt more 
obvious than anything she had noticed in the U.S. before. She explains, “It was a very direct 
exposure. There was no more beating around the bush” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2).  
Seeing racism in this way also helped her expand her conceptualization of racism beyond 
simply anti-Blackness.   
Realizing Levels of Awareness 
By coming to know other students at Rustin, Penelope became aware that the very 
basic awareness of inequity that she had developed growing up in Burke City was not 
universal and was beyond that of many of her classmates. She points to a close friend of hers, 
Jasmine, who also came out as gay around the same time that Penelope did, as an example. 





by your bootstraps” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1). Through her friendships with Jasmine 
and many others, Penelope learned that for many of her classmates, “they just, like, you 
know, it had literally never occurred to them that Black people had different experiences than 
White people” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1). Though she views herself as still having been 
incredibly naïve with regard to issues of inequity, and specifically racism, at the time, she 
was surprised at the difference between her level of awareness and that of her classmates.  
On the whole, B.T. Rustin University, as an environment, did little, if anything, to 
advance Penelope’s critical consciousness development. Her classmates, by and large, 
showed little awareness, concern or interest in issues of equity. Penelope was happy to attend 
B.T. Rustin at first, but grew increasingly uncomfortable with the social environment as her 
own awareness of equity issues grew and contrasted starkly with her classmates’ lack thereof. 
She explains, “the last couple years it became much more and more obvious how much of a 
PWI [predominantly White institution] it was and how it was super unsupportive to anyone 
who wasn’t, really wasn’t White, in a sorority or fraternity, and Christian and straight” 
(Penelope, Interview 4).   
As a gay woman29, Penelope found that the environment at B.T. Rustin was not 
particularly supportive of her or other queer students. Shortly after arriving at college, 
Penelope came out as gay. She describes having the feeling that there was an unspoken 
“don’t ask, don’t tell” (Penelope, Interview 4) policy at the university with regard to non-
heterosexual orientation. She explains it saying,  
They wanted less conflict. So it’s kind of like in a small, southern town, and those 
two men live together, and everyone knows they’re gay, but they just don’t talk about 
it. There’s a lot of that at Rustin. Um, a lot of, “We just don’t talk about that.” 
(Penelope, Interview 4)  
   Interestingly, though the environment itself did not advance her critical consciousness 
actively, the contrast between the basic level of awareness of racism that she had grown up 
                                                            
29 Penelope does not frame the experiences and challenges she has faced as a gay and Jewish woman as central 
to her developing path of critical consciousness. However, throughout the course of our conversations it 
becomes clear that through her experiences as both a gay woman and a Jewish woman, she has, herself, been 
marginalized at various points based on those social positionalities. As a gay woman, Penelope is acutely aware 
of political issues that impact gay people. She was coming through college, just having come out as gay herself, 
during the passage of a marriage amendment (an amendment to the state’s constitution that defined marriage as 
being between a man and a woman, which has since been overturned by federal law legalizing same-sex 
marriage). She recalls driving people to the polls on the day that the marriage amendment was up for the vote 
and having to push her way through crowds of people that were demonstrating in favor of the amendment and 
who were trying not to let her and her fellow students in to vote.  The passing of the amendment was 
devastating for her.  She expresses appreciation for teaching in Douglass, a city in which the political climate 
means that she is able to be out as gay to her students and not in fear of losing her job.  She feels that if she were 
teaching in other parts of the state she would be putting her job in jeopardy by coming out to her students.  
As a Jewish woman in a state where Christianity is a dominant cultural and religious influence, Penelope 
has had many experiences of being proselytized to and being told she was going to hell because she wasn’t 
Christian.  Growing up in Burke City, she says that she did not feel ostracized for being Jewish and had friends 
that were Jewish.  Later in life, however, when she joined a Jewish organization, she and other members had to 
take precautions to keep the location of the organization private for fear of antisemitism. I do not dwell on those 
experiences in the telling of her story because in her telling Penelope did not do so. Looking at her narrative as a 
whole, the these particular experiences seem to provide Penelope small glimpses into what it can be like to have 
friends, family, peers, colleagues, students and their families and society be, at best, unsupportive and at worst 






and the seeming absence of awareness among so many of her classmates led Penelope to 
understand racial inequity as not a matter of having it or not having it, but rather as 
developing in levels.    
Education Program 
Consistent with the overall environment at Rustin, Penelope’s education program also 
did little to support her critical consciousness development. She describes the education 
program as having a student population that was almost all White women, most of whom 
were from the South. The faculty was no more diverse, with the majority of the faculty made 
up of older White women. Her overall impression of the program was that, “they’re literally 
just preparing us to teach rich white kids” (Penelope, Interview 2). This realization started to 
dawn on her during her coursework and student teaching, but was even more evident once 
Penelope was full-time teaching in her own classroom. She realized that the program did 
little to prepare her for the realities of teaching students whose lives were impacted by the 
challenges of marginalization. She explains, 
Like, they would say, ‘well, you know this is what you do if one of your kids has like 
a learning disability.’ Whereas, like now, ten of my kids have a learning disability 
and ten more with them overlap are like homeless or have these other needs that need 
to be met. It was never like, ‘You’re always gonna have all the fires to put out.’ It was 
always like, ‘Here’s how you deal with this one thing that might go wrong.’ Very 
much like a ‘most people would have what they need and your job is to help the few 
who don’t’ kind of mentality. (Penelope, Interview 2) 
With regard to gender inequity, Penelope remembers there being little to no 
acknowledgement of sexism that they would likely face in the workplace. She describes her 
professors as,  
Traditional in the sense that they were not going to talk about sexism. Not in a like ‘it 
doesn’t exist’ way, but in a, a way that’s really common in the teaching profession …. 
where it’s like you needed to shut your door and deal with what you could deal with. 
And as women, like these are the things that we’re gonna have to deal with, but it’s 
no, there’s no point in complaining about it. It just is what it is. (Penelope, Interview 
3 Part 1) 
The impression that this left on Penelope extended beyond implications for gender and 
aligned with dominant narratives about being a teacher that she had been exposed to in media 
(outside of her classes). These dominant narratives were largely accepting of the status quo 
broadly and communicated that teachers needed to “grin and bear it” (Penelope, Interview 3 
Part 1); they implied that the way to make a difference was to just close your classroom door 
and do the best work you could in your classroom. As she explains it, “Challenging the status 
quo was, is not something that, like, nice women do” (Penelope, Interview 3, Part 1).   
This narrative was in tension with the mentality that she should try to change things 
that weren’t working, which she had received from so many women while she was growing 
up. Penelope describes the engagement of issues of inequity and social justice in her 
coursework as marginal, if present at all, and treated as optional. She explains that 
occasionally her professors would, “kind of imply or openly say, like, ‘Oh. You know, 
Penelope’s just the social justice person. You know, we’ll make sure we do a day on this for 
you’” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2). Sexual orientation was another topic that wasn’t 
discussed in Penelope’s program, despite the fact that the state constitutional marriage 





One exception in the education program, similar to the one exceptional teacher at her 
high school, was Dr. Wilson, a White male teacher that taught some of her secondary 
methods courses. Penelope describes him as, “the only professor that would do anything 
remotely like, um, acknowledging racism and doing basic stuff on you know cultural 
competency” (Penelope, Interview 2). She remembers him challenging her in ways she felt 
like she needed to be challenged. Though she now describes some of the content of his 
classes as “very basic stuff”(Penelope, Interview 2), such as considering the experiences of 
English as a Second Language students and supporting students with limited financial 
resources, she feels like she needed those basic things at the time. Dr. Wilson also worked 
with his students on understanding the difference between equality and equity.  They 
discussed the history of racism in the United States. He had them read works by Jonathan 
Kozol, which complicated the singular narrative that Penelope had held, reinforced by an 
array of White-savior teacher movies she had watched and loved, of educational inequity 
lying solely in the domain of inner-city schools filled with black and brown students that 
could be saved by White teachers.   
Finding Places to Learn in College 
Despite the fact that B.T Rustin in general, and her education program specifically, 
did little to directly engage issues of inequity, Penelope did choose certain experiences 
throughout college that continued to expand her awareness and understanding of equity 
issues. In addition to Hillel, which put her in contact with other Jewish students on campus, 
Penelope found two other student-led groups that were supportive environments for her 
critical consciousness development. As a gay woman, Penelope chose to participate in Proud 
Colors, a group for LGBTQ students on Rustin’s campus. Participation in this group gave her 
exposure to queer folks who were not just gay, White people, as had been her predominant 
exposure up to that point. Through casual conversations with members of the group, she was 
able to understand more about the experiences of gender non-conforming folks and folks 
who had been out as gay for longer than she had at the time. These conversations raised her 
awareness of the types of challenges that were faced by those who occupied those 
positionalities. She recalls that sometimes her friends from this group would mention things 
at meetings that she would later go home and research on her own.  She also connected with 
the Multicultural and Diversity Initiative (MDI), another student-run organization. These 
spaces placed her in contact with people who she described as, “much more radical than me” 
(Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2). She talks about the MDI as a place that didn’t feel like a huge 
part of her experience at Rustin but which, through providing exposure to people with 
different experiences and more radical others, helped her realize there were a lot of things 
that she didn’t know.   
Penelope talks about her path at this time in terms of being exposed to things but not 
quite being ready/able to hear or understand them all. For example, through MDI Penelope 
attended a presentation given by a Black man on being Black in America. Though she recalls 
the presentation, she says that at the time she didn’t quite understand what he was saying. 
Similarly, when Dr. Wilson engaged his class on issues of equality versus equity, this served 
to expose her to these ideas, but they didn’t fully sink in right away. She explains that they 
“took a while to percolate” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2).  
Another example of Penelope’s finding her own place to learn about equity issues in 
college is illustrated through a clash between her developing awareness of racial inequity and 





Martin’s murder, instead of responding to the generic prompt provided by her education 
program which asked her to reflect on what she had learned that semester.  Penelope was 
disappointed and confused that her classmates and professor didn’t seem to understand the 
importance of what was happening in that moment in US society.  She explains,  
We had to do a one page reflection essay once a semester for the program, like 
nothing big. But when Trayvon Martin was shot, I wrote my essay on that because I 
remember being like, “how could any kid in America be thinking about anything else 
right now?” Like, whatever the question was we were supposed to be answering, it 
was just basically like, “what have you learned this semester?” It didn’t make…It 
wasn’t relevant at all to anything we had been doing in the real world. And this felt 
really relevant. And I wrote my essay on it. And the old White lady who is the 
director of the program who was very nice but like very old school, wrote me back 
and was like, “I need you to rewrite this essay. This isn’t what you’re supposed to be 
focusing on.” Which is like fair. Like I didn’t explicitly answer the question they 
were asking, but it was because it wasn’t the right question. Which I didn’t have the 
words to say at the time. I just wrote the essay. (Penelope, Interview 2)    
The murder of Trayvon Martin was an important contextual factor in Penelope’s 
developing critical consciousness with regard to race and racism. Up until that point, 
Penelope’s awareness of racism was mostly with regard to race being a factor that generally 
makes things more difficult for non-White people and, specifically, with regard to access to 
educational resources. The media attention to Trayvon Martin’s murder brought racist 
violence against Black people into Penelope’s awareness. She describes this awareness as, 
“such a huge realization” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2). The #BlackLivesMatter movement 
that followed brought police violence against Black people into her awareness through both 
mainstream and social media.  The #BlackLivesMatter movement resulted in numerous 
Black people sharing their experiences, often through social media, with the rest of the 
world.  The proliferation of cell-phone cameras meant that police violence against Black 
people was being filmed and shared with the public. These types of posts provided a window 
for Penelope into the current experiences of Black people with violent racism in the U.S., 
often at the hands of law enforcement officers.    
Despite the definite progress that Penelope was making in her growing awareness of 
racial inequity, she still describes her thinking about race and racism at the time as “not yet 
formed” (Penelope, Interview 4).  In her education program, there were few students of color. 
She recalls thinking things about them that she now considers to have been racist.  In 
reference to her Black classmates she recalls, “I would think things like, ‘Oh, they’re 
complaining too much,’ or like, ‘They’re taking this for granted,’ or like, um things like that, 
things that I realize now are like pretty racist to think. And also just not…don’t have 
anything to do with the students’ actual situations because I wasn’t asking about them” 
(Penelope, Interview 4).   
Student Teaching 
In her last year at B.T. Rustin, Penelope moved into her student teaching. Her student 
teaching placement brought her to a school that served almost entirely students that were 
White and middle to upper middle-class.  Penelope sensed that her mentor teacher, an older 
White woman, did not like her, and the feeling was mutual. Based on lunchtime 
conversations, Penelope was aware that her mentor teacher and other teachers at her school 





Penelope was not out to her mentor teacher or her students. Overall, Penelope’s experience at 
her primary placement and with her mentor teacher was not a positive one.  
Fortunately, towards the end of her student teaching, her mentor teacher suggested 
that Penelope might benefit from spending some time at Lakeside Middle School. For her 
last four days of her student teaching time, Penelope was able to go visit with Mr. Simmons, 
a White, male math teacher at Lakeside Middle School. Lakeside was not far from her 
original placement school, but served an entirely different population. The students at 
Lakeside were majority students of color and the majority were from lower income 
households. Penelope believes she learned more in her four days at Lakeside than she did in 
the many weeks she spend in her original placement.  
Mr. Simmons impacted Penelope’s thinking about equity and education through both 
his modeling and his conversations with Penelope about teaching. During her time there, she 
saw how important the relationships that Mr. Simmons had cultivated with his students were 
to their success in the classroom. She watched as students moved from being engaged in Mr. 
Simmons’s classes to completely disengaged in others.  She describes it,  
I remember leaving the classroom when one of his classes was over, and it was the 
end of his planning and he took me to some other classrooms where the same kids 
from his class were at other people’s classes and they were completely different 
children. They, you know, weren’t paying attention, doing whatever they wanted, on 
their phone, that kind of thing. (Penelope, Interview 2) 
When Penelope talked with Mr. Simmons about this, he was quick to point out that this 
difference in engagement was not because he was a “miracle worker” (Penelope, Interview 
2); instead, he explained how he built relationships with students by listening to them and 
talking to them. He talked to her about how critical he was of those that believed that the 
challenges that they faced in their school was based in something lacking in the students 
themselves. Penelope remembers him showing frustration that others in his building did not 
see the same greatness in the students that he did. These conversations were important 
foundational pieces for Penelope’s beginning to connect her thinking about inequity and 
education. She explains, 
He was the first teacher, White teacher especially, that I had ever seen- because there 
weren’t a lot of teachers I was interacting with that weren’t White first of all-, he was 
the first teacher, though, in a public school that I had seen who was acknowledging 
that it was actually harmful for there to be a narrative about, like, a savior teacher, or 
like that person who all the kids like, or the teacher that can deal with all the bad kids. 
He didn’t say it like that, but I remember from the conversation getting, like, there 
shouldn’t just be one person who these kids can look up to; all of their teachers 
should be like that. (Penelope, Interview 2) 
When Penelope talks about these conversations with Mr. Simmons and coming to firmly 
conceptualize how problematic the White-savior teacher narrative is, she explains that prior 
to these conversations she had already started to have an inkling that there was something 
wrong with this narrative, but that she hadn’t been able to quite explain it.  Hearing him 
articulate it clearly, helped her solidify her already emergent understanding and critique of 
the narrative.  
“Not talking about it” and “Talking about it” 
To this point in her narrative Penelope has experienced several environments that 





undergirds these environments is an element of “not talking about it”. This relates to how in 
Burke City public schools racism as a current and present phenomenon wasn’t acknowledged 
and the political organizing element of the civil rights movement was completely omitted; it 
also relates to how even in her own family and community, where racism and sexism were 
discussed, class wasn’t really talked about. We also see this in her education program’s near 
complete failure to acknowledge or discuss issues of inequity and in Rustin University’s 
unwritten “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy. The few spaces that seem to have positively 
impacted Penelope’s critical consciousness development, such as Ms. Black’s classroom, Dr. 
Wilson’s class, and Proud Colors, are often those in which these equity issues are talked 
about. “Talking about it” is an important part of her critical consciousness development, 
whether it is Penelope doing the talking or Penelope simply bearing witness to others talking 
about inequity and injustice. As Penelope moved out of college, she moved into spaces where 
“talking about it” was part of the ethos of those environments, and it made an incredible 
difference in her critical consciousness development. 
 
Push Forward 
When she finished her degree, Penelope elected to spend a year before entering into 
full time teaching with an organization called Push Forward that recruits recent college 
graduates to spend a year providing academic support services to public school students. 
Penelope explains that at the time she joined Push Forward, she had developed a basic 
understanding that “kids who are not White have it definitely the hardest in 
schools”(Penelope Interview 4), but at the same time still held a mentality that focused on 
hard work as the ultimate means to success. She explains this mentality saying, “Hard work 
will get you pretty much whatever you want. There will definitely be obstacles that you can’t 
like fix, but you can, you can overcome a lot of things with just hard work” (Penelope, 
Interview 4). Her involvement with Push Forward, and later the Association of Public School 
Educators, leads her to question that narrative.   
Though Penelope has her critiques of Push Forward as an organization, it was an 
important step along her path of critical consciousness.  The cohort that she joined within 
Push Forward had a substantial proportion of people of color and she worked daily in schools 
that were serving nearly 100% low income students of color. Significantly, Penelope 
describes the folks that she met in Push Forward as being, “probably the first people I met 
who, who were thinking in terms of like actual actions and not just like doing things because 
they sound good or because it makes you look good or for personal gain”(Penelope, 
Interview 4).  In stark contrast to B. T. Rustin University, a predominantly White institution, 
she describes Push Forward as, “really a crash course in social diversity, I guess, and cultural 
competency” (Penelope, Interview 2). Her Push Forward cohort included many people that 
had life experiences that were vastly different from Penelope’s.  That type of exposure was 
one of the reasons that Penelope chose to participate in Push Forward. She explains that she 
met, “people who had experienced very different things from me…. mostly because they 
weren’t White” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1).  Though she laments the fact that this type of 
eye-opening exposure hadn’t happened sooner in her life, she is nevertheless thankful that 
she sought it out because she realizes that many White people she knows have never had 
those types of experiences.   
She explains that, going into Push Forward, she thought of herself as, “one of like, the 





more directly with racism from a Black American-centered lens (as opposed to her exposure 
to racism through her study abroad experiences in Latin America and Israel).  Through this 
exposure, she started to learn about and challenge some of her own internalized racism.  One 
Black woman in the program, Chanelle, was friends with Penelope and spoke with her 
openly and honestly about her own experiences as a Black woman and how she had been 
negatively impacted by the racism. Penelope explains, 
And I felt, you know, not embarrassed at the time, but just like shocked that I had had 
this upbringing in Burke City and it had never been explained to me this way because, 
obviously, I knew that it was harder to be non-White. Like, I knew that. It wasn’t like 
a new—that wasn’t new information, but to have someone sit down and really explain 
the intricacies of it, um, in a non-colorblind way, is not what I experienced in Burke 
City and obviously not at B.T. Rustin. (Penelope, Interview 2) 
Hearing a friend talk in clear, personal terms about her experiences with racism raised 
Penelope’s awareness about the day to day realities of being Black in the United States. 
Looking back on that conversation, Penelope now realizes that it likely took a great deal of 
patience for Chanelle to have these conversations with her, and she feels grateful for her 
friend’s willingness to do that work in educating her.  
Other people, and specifically people of color, that were involved in the program also 
introduced Penelope to the concept of the school-to-prison pipeline and helped her see how 
the version of the Civil Rights Movement that she had been taught while growing up had 
been “completely whitewashed”(Penelope, Interview 4).  Penelope describes the folks in 
Push Forward who exposed her to ideas like these as, “definitely people who knew more than 
me” (Penelope, Interview 4).   
Push Forward also placed Penelope working within a public school that served nearly 
100% Black and brown students. This first real face-to-face encounter as an educator in an 
educational system that was not serving the students well was very frustrating for Penelope. 
She explains, 
You know, just the complete lack of resources, the complete lack of communication 
between the school and the district, the fact that kids didn’t have any of the things that 
they needed and we had way fewer teachers than we needed and almost no time for 
the social workers and the guidance counselors to do their jobs. And it was very 
apparent very quickly how that affected the kids. (Penelope, Interview 2) 
She explains how she shifted from initially being frustrated with the students, to quickly 
realizing that the system was to blame.  
Learning at Home 
When Penelope returned to her home state from her time at Push Forward, she took a 
full-time job teaching math at Mendoza Sartillo Middle School in Douglass, where she has 
spent the first 4 years of her teaching career.  Her first couple years back, Penelope lived with 
two roommates, Esther and Freida. Esther is a Black, Jewish woman from the South. Freida 
is a White, Jewish woman. Living with those women and engaging them in ongoing 
conversations about equity and oppression played a major role in Penelope’s developing 
critical consciousness. Freida and Esther were quite critical of Israel’s oppression of 
Palestinians and were vocal about it in their conversations with Penelope.   
Additionally, Esther talked specifically about her experiences being a Black, Jewish 
woman in the South. Penelope says, “That was one of the most formative experiences of my 





(Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1). She explains that without those interactions, “I would’ve 
thought like, ‘oh, well I’m pretty openly gay; my haircut. And, you can look at my nose and 
tell I’m Jewish. So like, I must be oppressed” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1).  Talking with 
these women helped Penelope to develop a more nuanced and complex understanding of 
oppression, and to consider her own experiences as marginalized (as Jewish and Gay) in 
perspective alongside axes of oppression and privilege that others experience.  
Education and Critical Consciousness: Full-time Time Teaching and More More 
Radical Others 
Penelope has spent the first four years of her career teaching math at Mendoza 
Sartillo Middle School in Douglass. Mendoza Sartillo serves a student population that is over 
50% Black, almost 40% Latinx and almost 80% of students qualify for free or reduced lunch 
prices. At the completion of her first year of teaching, Penelope describes coming to 
understand that education was not the “way out” that she once thought it was.  She explains,  
One of the big watershed moments would’ve been when I realized, I mean, I didn’t 
like come to this conclusion on my own, but after years and years of hearing people 
smarter than me talk about education and race and class and gender, um- just having 
it suddenly click that like education is not the way out, like it’s too...that’s not how 
any of it works. (Penelope, Interview 4) 
She describes her first inklings of this idea really beginning when she spent those four days 
during her student teaching at Lakeside, growing during her time at Push Forward and finally 
becoming more fully formed as she took on her full-time teaching role at Mendoza Sartillo 
Middle.  She came to see clearly the inequity built into the system, saying, 
Probably by the end of my first year of teaching, it was like pretty obvious that it was 
designed only, like it literally couldn’t allow more than a few people who were not 
already predisposed through their upbringing to be successful, to you know, earn 
success and, and leave high school with a degree and go on to be…’cause that’s the 
only way to have success, right, to leave high school with a degree and go on to be a 
college graduate and become CEO of something or make a lot of money, um, or make 
a name for yourself in some academic way. It was designed for that not to happen for 
more than a few people who were not White and had some money. (Penelope, 
Interview 4) 
From this realization,  she moved on to starting to critique more broadly how standards of 
success in school and beyond are, “very White standards of success, very, you know, upper 
middle-class standards of success, that are only applicable to a very narrow subsection of 
people in this country”(Penelope, Interview 4).  She draws connections to the way in which 
this White definition of success spills over into how students are expected to dress and 
behave in schools, which marginalizes non-White students. Penelope’s connections with the 
Association of Public School Educators and several select colleagues helped to advance her 
critical consciousness in this and many other ways.  
Critical Colleagues: Michelle, Lanedra & Chris 
Penelope loves her students, but describes the overall climate at Mendoza Sartillo as 
“toxic” (Penelope, Interview 2), largely due to the White male administrator who has been 
leading the school for the past several years. She describes him as homophobic, misogynistic, 
and authoritarian.  While Mendoza Sartillo, as an environment, does not support her critical 
consciousness growth, fortunately, Penelope has developed relationships with several co-





consciousness. Penelope’s close friend, Michelle Thomas, is a Black teacher on her grade-
level team. She admires Michelle as an educator, and has learned much from her about 
classroom management and Common Core.  Michelle is a conversational partner for 
Penelope around issues of equity, specifically racism.  Michelle and Penelope regularly 
engage in these conversations at school, in which they both share about their understandings 
from their particular positionalities. Their students benefit from sometimes observing these 
conversations.  Penelope recalls a conversation between some students that sums up their 
relationship. She says, 
I even heard a kid telling another kid earlier this year, ‘Um, Miss Aarons [Penelope] 
and Miss Thomas are friends.’ The other kid was like, ‘Well that doesn’t make sense. 
Like, they don’t seem alike at all.’ And the kid said, “Yeah,  but Miss Thomas tells 
Miss Aarons what it’s like to be Black and Miss Aarons tells Miss Thomas what it’s 
like to be Jewish.’ And another kid goes, ‘And gay, don’t forget gay.’ (Penelope, 
Interview 2) 
Two other friends, Lanedra, a queer woman of both Latinx and Native American 
descent, and Chris, a gay, White male, have made efforts at Mendoza Sartillo to support 
gender non-conforming students. They have also established a non-profit organization 
outside of school designed to connect students with resources when they are experiencing 
various types of oppression. Penelope learns from these friends by talking with them and 
seeing how they model connecting their equity work to education and their roles as teachers.  
Lanedra, in particular, has been an important model and conversation partner for Penelope.  
Penelope describes Lanedra as very strong and outspoken, with no patience for White 
supremacy at their school. Lanedra served as another model for Penelope of continually 
seeking to learn and advance her own understanding. Lanedra’s modeled intolerance of 
oppressive systems and behaviors has impacted Penelope’s own thinking; Penelope has 
benefited from Lanedra’s willingness to speak out about these issues and articulate her 
critiques. Through these conversations, Penelope was exposed to vocabulary that helped her 
grow and solidify her own understandings of equity issues. Penelope explains, “We would 
talk about whiteness a lot. And she has like no time for white, um, white savior complex, or 
white fragility, or anything. But she would talk, she would use those terms and talk about 
them” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1).   
Words 
Terms, vocabulary, or simply “words” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2) have played an 
important part in Penelope’s developing critical consciousness.  She refers to various points 
along her path in which she knew or felt something was wrong, but lacked the words to able 
to articulate what the problem is. She talks about this when she explains how her Trayvon 
Martin essay was rejected and she did not have the language to push back on that rejection 
and argue her point. When Freddie Gray was killed around the time that Penelope was in 
Push Forward, she recalls hearing White people challenging White supremacy as a factor in 
his death on the grounds that there were Black police officers involved in his killing.  She 
explains that at the time, “I kind of hit a block there because I knew that that was wrong, but 
I didn’t know why it was wrong” (Penelope, Interview 4). She found herself somewhat 
paralyzed, explaining, 
I didn’t know what to say and I didn’t know what kind of questions to ask or who to 





doesn’t make sense.’ But I didn’t know who to turn to for that. (Penelope, Interview 
4)  
In Push Forward, Penelope learned about the “school to prison pipeline” (Penelope, 
Interview 2 Part 2), a concept and term that finally provided her with words for some of the 
questions that she had had about educational inequity. As she moved into the classroom, she 
continued to grow her vocabulary through attending trainings, reading books, and simply 
talking to people who talk explicitly about concepts like White supremacy and 
intersectionality.  Penelope believes that developing her vocabulary in this way has equipped 
and empowered her for actively engaging issues of inequity in her school.  She explains,  
The fact that I can grow that kind of vocabulary to be better and better at combating 
White supremacy and classism in my practice in school, in the classroom with other 
people at school. And just in the larger world. Um, it’s great. It’s very, it feels very 
empowering in a way that I – I didn’t feel like I had before. (Penelope, Interview 4) 
Another important source of vocabulary development and opportunities for dialogue about 
issues of equity and education has been the Association of Public School Educators. 
Association of Public School Educators 
Early during her first year at Mendoza Sartillo Middle, Penelope attended a 
presentation given by Mark Samuels, the president of the local public school teacher’s 
professional organization, the Association of Public School Educators (APSE). This was in 
2015 and the APSE was in a period of rising as a politically active organization. The 
burgeoning organization sought to engage teachers and community members in organizing 
for racial and social justice in schools and beyond. APSE has a strong emphasis on collective 
action and coalition building. Penelope recalls being struck the first time she heard Mark 
Samuels discuss this concept at that presentation; she says,  
He was like, ‘No. We need to open our doors and talk to each other because we are 
not gonna achieve anything significant for our kids if we’re not working together or 
working with parents.’ I’d literally never heard anyone say that before. (Penelope, 
Interview 2) 
This emphasis on groups of people talking to each other, coming together as a community 
and working together towards shared goals is at the heart of what APSE does and how they 
expect to effect change. The push is explicitly against individualism. It is also what 
convinced Penelope that this was an organization that she needed to be involved in. She 
recalls immediately thinking to herself, “Yes, I’ll follow this guy” (Penelope, Interview 2).    
APSE has served and continues to serve as an important supportive environment for 
Penelope’s critical consciousness development. Through APSE, Penelope has contact with 
many people who she describes as “much more radical” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1) than 
she is. For example, Penelope encountered for the first time in APSE people who are anti-
capitalist. Having conversations with these folks and hearing them share their ideas led 
Penelope to begin to question fundamental assumptions and premises that she had operated 
under theretofore unchallenged. For example, exposure to these anti-capitalists has led 
Penelope to become aware of the foundational focus in our capitalist society on 
individualism. She explains how she has come to understand how capitalism, which relies on 
economic inequity, continues to work, saying,  
It has to be hidden, it has to be hidden for it to work. It has to be hidden behind a veil 





be like the water that fish swim in. It has to be something you can’t name. (Penelope, 
Interview 3 Part 2) 
Her critique of capitalism and individualism has resulted in a specific focus on the good of 
the collective. Earlier in her life Penelope would have acknowledged, for example, that 
racism could hinder success, but ultimately felt that looking out for yourself was an 
individual responsibility and looking out for others was optional, “Like we can[look out for 
others], and we should, but we don’t have to”(Penelope, Interview 3 part 2). She now thinks 
that collective responsibility is the only legitimate option. She explains, 
That is the only way to live that really makes sense if you value other people. You 
can’t value other people, if you don’t…if you aren’t also fighting to make sure they 
have what they need and they’re able to make a livelihood. And that goes beyond like 
donating school supplies or donating food or painting a school or working at a soup 
kitchen. Like, you have to be actively fighting to make sure that no one has to do 
those things anymore. (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2) 
Her shifts in terms of thinking about economic inequity have happened rapidly and almost 
entirely over the last few years as she has been engaged with APSE. Prior to her involvement 
with APSE, Penelope feels that economic inequity was the factor that she was taught least 
about and that she had thought least about.  APSE has certainly also impacted her thinking on 
racial inequity, but she sees, overall, her shifting thinking on race and racism as occurring 
more slowly over time.  This is consistent with how we see Penelope’s awareness of and 
thinking about racism develop over the course of her life.   
Choosing to Learn in Radical Spaces 
Her connection to APSE has placed Penelope into what she describes as “more 
radical spaces” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2).  Penelope’s involvement with APSE 
represents one of the most intentional choices to learn that Penelope has made that has 
influenced and continues to influence her path of critical consciousness. Through APSE, 
Penelope joined a reading group that most recently focused on the history of racism and 
unionization.  Bringing a historical perspective to the work that they do has been a key focus 
of trainings and presentations that APSE does with its members. For Penelope, understanding 
the historical context for her work and activism is critical. She explains that she has come to 
see learning about the history of racism and political activism in the U.S. as important 
because,  
we are just living them now, we’re just living out the results of all of these things that 
have happened before. It’s not even like a ‘if you don’t learn history you’re doomed 
to repeat it’ kind of thing. It’s just like a, we’re not even at that point yet. Were at the 
point where most people don’t even understand how important it is, and how it has 
led to everything that is happening now. (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2) 
Together the group read and discussed a series of articles. For Penelope, the readings 
themselves were valuable, but she was also strongly impacted by listening to what the others 
in the group said as they made sense of the readings and, in particular, articulated how 
imperative it is for White people to take an active role in dismantling systems of White 
supremacy.  Penelope explains,  
Hearing someone else say how important it is that White people are involved, not 
because they’re gonna be the ones to solve anything, but just because this isn’t a 
problem of people who aren’t White. This is a problem for White people to solve. 





could take up and I could understand and learn to keep being better about it, it, it felt 
really good It felt like something that I could do that was helpful instead of just being 
frustrated and just being, you know, the crying White girl, ‘Oh, this is all so bad!’ 
(Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2) 
Models 
In these discussions and in many of her fellow members of APSE, she found models of 
White people engaged in the work of fighting White supremacy.  Having models has been 
important for Penelope’s developing critical consciousness and engagement in activism.  She 
explains, “I had to see that model to know that it was possible, but I had to see other White 
people do it” (Penelope, Interview 2 Part 2).   
 APSE also offers trainings and presentations that Penelope has attended, and which 
often provide her with historical and current contextualization of issues of inequity 
specifically as they are related to the field of education. For example, it was a presentation 
given by Mark Samuels, APSE president, that helped Penelope start to question the narrative 
of the “achievement gap” that is so prevalent in the dominant discourse on education in the 
United States. Penelope recalls,  
I think one of the big things that really hit me hard was like, we don’t have an 
achievement gap. There is no achievement gap, the achievement gap started when the 
first enslaved people arrived in the New World 400 years ago, um, and it’s, it has 
nothing to do with test scores. (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2) 
More broadly contextualizing issues of social and educational inequity in this way helped 
Penelope to understand, “Like, you know, I am being, I am perpetuating racism when I talk 
about the achievement gap as it’s, as if it’s something that can be undone in a classroom. As 
if any teacher can fix that in a classroom” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2).   
 Learning and Growing, Not Perfection 
APSE, as a social environment, supports Penelope’s continual learning and 
development along her path of critical consciousness through the group’s cultural norms and 
values.  She explains that APSE promotes constant learning and does not expect perfection 
from its members. Penelope contrasts the expectations of other social justice spaces that she 
has been involved in with APSE’s, saying 
There is definitely an attitude in social justice circles of like, you have to know 
everything and you have to be perfect and you have to never say anything vaguely 
like racist or sexist or classist or, or anything. But, it’s impossible to do that because 
we all have been colonized in those ways since birth. Um, and if we’re not forgiving 
of each other, I, we’re definitely never gonna convince anyone that our side is the 
right side. So that’s always been really frustrating to me in organizing circles that are 
not education-based in Douglass. Um, which is why I spend almost all of my time 
doing anything organizing related with teachers, because I think of all people, we are 
pretty good at like, being open to learning new things. Not all teachers, but the 
teachers that do this kind of stuff. (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2) 
As a social environment, APSE goes beyond simply being understanding and forgiving of 
imperfection and embodies an ethos of continual learning. Penelope credits her involvement 
in APSE for her own commitment to continual learning, saying,  
being in APSE is probably the number one thing that has changed me into someone 





it is also just like, being someone who is willing to constantly be learning about it is, 
is the attitude. (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2).  
She talks about this process of continual learning also in terms of not becoming 
complacent; she expresses the need to be ever vigilant and cognizant of the ways that 
dominant narratives work to perpetuate oppression. She provides the example of her 
experience at a recent training she attended that touched on the topic of affirmative action.  
She says,  
You have to be constantly learning and constantly reminding yourself about how the 
narrative works, because even though I have had all of this other education, when she 
[the trainer] says affirmative action, my brain is still trained to think, ‘oh, policies in 
the ‘70s that gave Black people advantages in jobs and school choice,’ and that is not 
what it is. It is a broader…It’s a thing that mostly has benefited White people, but we 
just don’t name it as that. And to name it is really, really important. To, to point out 
that White supremacy is institutionalized and it’s not just it’s random White people 
who are racist. It is something that we all have to deal with. Um, and just constantly 
reminding myself of that, I think, is really important. You can never get complacent. 
(Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2) 
Taking Action: Political Organizing   
Through APSE, Penelope has also chosen to learn specifically about political 
organizing.  APSE offers trainings for their members on how to organize and recruit teachers 
in their schools to participate in APSE and in the political actions that APSE organizes.  
Direct political action and organizing with APSE have been important parts of Penelope’s 
path of critical consciousness in the last 3 years.  Penelope jumped quickly into action with 
APSE just after she met Mark Samuels for the first time during her first year of teaching in 
2015.  The organization was still small then, but that same week she attended an action 
organized by APSE to petition the County Commissioner’s meeting for specific school 
budget items.  She recalls that,  
I had no idea how it worked. I hadn’t worked. I’d never done organizing. Um, it was 
really scary to me but it also seemed like the only thing that was really going to get 
any actual changes for a school. Like anything practical, you know. Raised budgets 
and supplies that kids actually needed. (Penelope, Interview 2)  
When we talk about taking action against inequity, Penelope talks almost exclusively 
about her involvement with APSE. She explains, “From being in APSE is how I learned to 
take action and learned real ways of organizing people that actually got results” (Penelope. 
Interview 4).   As she learned about the history of unionization within the teaching 
profession, she started to look back on her college experience, and specifically her 
professors’ attitude of “grin and bear it,” (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1) as antithetical to 
teacher organizing.  In her early involvement with APSE, Penelope participated in protests, 
but was critical of the civil disobedience of some her colleagues.  In talking about one of the 
early educator-led protests held in 2016, she explains,  
I remember being there and there were people who got arrested. And they had signs 
and they made a lot of noise during the meeting, and got themselves arrested during 
it. And at the time I remember thinking, ‘They’re making a fuss. This is unnecessary. 
We can protest without having to do this.’ Very much that like White response to the 





She is now embarrassed of having thought that way. She explains that after two more years 
working closely with those in APSE, she now understands the importance of civil 
disobedience and is willing to engage in it herself.  
Penelope’s emphasis on political action aligns with how she has come to see 
education as more fully contextualized within other factors that impact students’ abilities to 
learn, grow and be healthy. She explains that in order to have any hope of education as an 
equalizing force,  
you have to have decent housing for families. You have to have lack of fear that 
they’re going to be deported. You have to have, um…I mean, you just have to have 
like basic human rights, and the fact that we don’t think of health care and housing 
and clean water and living wage and all those things as basic human rights is 
absolutely insane. (Penelope, Interview 4) 
That Penelope sees these elements as intertwined explains why she would view closing her 
classroom door and just doing the best she can as a completely unacceptable tactic for fixing 
the equity issues she sees.   
In addition to direct political action, there are more subtle ways in which Penelope 
takes action on a day-to-day basis to challenge inequity and bias.  From challenging her 
school’s community liaison for bringing a Christian-bias to his work to advocating for more 
and better resources for under-served, Spanish-speaking students and families at her school, 
Penelope uses her awareness and her strong will to take action when she sees things that are 
unjust.  
Critical Consciousness and Teaching 
 When Penelope talks about how her thinking about issues of inequity and her 
teaching practice intersect, she is clear that she has a long way to go in terms of incorporating 
a social-justice oriented approach to her content teaching.  Of all of the participants that 
qualified for the study, Penelope was the only math teacher. She talks about the challenges of 
connecting issues of social justice to the math content that she is mandated to teach as a 
public school teacher.  Though she desperately wants to incorporate more connections to 
understanding and challenging issues of inequity with her students directly, she says that,  
it’s also hard to find space to do that because it really doesn’t, it doesn’t seem on the 
surface like it relates to math at all. So, you have to be careful with how you, how you 
have those conversations, really just knowing that admin could walk in at any minute 
and see you not actively teaching math and you could be in trouble. (Penelope, 
Interview 4) 
She also hasn’t had exposure to models of how to do that in the math classroom.  She is 
currently turning to books, such as Rethinking Mathematics, and a social media group full of 
teachers sharing resources for social justice teaching to learn more ways to engage social 
justice issues directly in her teaching.  Still, there are other ways that Penelope sees her 
critical consciousness as already impacting her practice.   
 Penelope explains that she sees herself as a teacher primarily of kids, not of math.  As 
such, she feels that treating students with respect is foundational to her practice.  She attends 
to her body language to communicate non-verbally that she is showing respect, and to engage 
verbally with them in ways that do the same. To the extent possible, she tries to err on the 
side of speaking to her students like they are adults in order to avoid sounding condescending 
and to communicate that she has high expectations of them. She also shows that she values 





thoughts in her classroom. She explains, “They need to know that you are going to let them 
be who they are” (Penelope, Interview 4). She purposefully tries not to take up as much space 
in her classroom.   
 Getting to know them personally is an important way that Penelope shows students 
respect and builds relationships with them. Knowing about students’ lives outside of school 
also allows her to consider a multitude of factors that may be impacting how a student is 
behaving in school. She tries to be a supportive figure, letting students know that she is a safe 
person to talk to about any challenges they may have in or out of school. She also tries to 
create a community feeling amongst her students, explaining to them that “the important 
thing is that we are all in this together” (Penelope, Interview 4). By promoting that type of 
environment, Penelope hopes that her students will also have the opportunity to learn from 
each other and others’ perspectives. This commitment to creating a sense of collective 
responsibility in school mirrors the value she holds around collectivity for society at large.  
 Though she hasn’t yet begun to integrate issues of equity directly into her content 
instruction, Penelope does still make a point of directly talking to students about these issues.  
She openly acknowledges to students that racism and White privilege exist, which she sees as 
basic, but still revolutionary for some people. She explains that,  
Over the last few years I have gotten more comfortable with talking to kids about the 
fact that I’m White and most of them are not. And, what that means and why most of 
our teachers have been White and why you get treated certain ways in certain places. 
(Penelope, Interview 4) 
She also makes a point of letting students know where she stands on issues related to equity 
and oppression, and highly values being honest with her students. Conversations like these 
are often prompted by outside contextual factors, such as the election of Donald Trump or 
local Immigration and Customs Enforcement raids.  
 Similar to how Penelope talks about needing to be constantly vigilant in terms of 
developing her critical consciousness broadly, she also expresses a commitment to constantly 
improving her teaching and being aware of her biases.  She explains,  
I feel like in the classroom I’m just constantly fighting my inner nature to be like, 
‘You need to listen to me because I’m in charge!’ Even though I know how wrong 
that is, but it’s like very much an ingrained part of White supremacy and class 
supremacy, too.” (Penelope, Interview 4) 
Therefore, part of Penelope’s ongoing critical consciousness development in the realm of 
education means monitoring herself for biases and actively fighting the elements of 
oppression that she has internalized.  
Continuing on the Path 
 Through our conversations about her thinking about various axes of oppression and 
issues of inequity related to education, Penelope is clear that with regard to all of these 
elements her awareness and thinking has shifted over the course of her life and continues to 
shift.  Factors like social media, APSE and the more radical others she encounters there, and 
her own personal commitment to choosing to learn all continue to drive Penelope’s critical 
consciousness development forward.  
Social media, like Facebook, has played and continues to play an important part in 
Penelope’s development of critical consciousness and is one of the ways that Penelope 
chooses to learn about issues of inequity. She got her first smart phone and began actively 





movement started to pick up steam around 2013.  This also coincided with her entrance into 
the Push Forward program, which increased substantially the number of Black people that 
she was connected to on Facebook.  Facebook became an important venue though which 
Penelope gained information about issues of inequity, through articles shared and exposure to 
perspectives of those directly affected by things like racism and police brutality. Penelope 
says,  
It was just the constant inundation of, you know, ‘this kid is related to me or looks 
like me’. And- and, ‘This happened to him and this kid looks like me and this 
happened to her.’ Um, that really made me start thinking about just like how- how 
pervasive and how prevalent it was and how it was—it was happening all the time. 
(Penelope, Interview 2) 
Though she is critical of social media in general, and only half-jokes that she thinks the 
world would be better off without it, she also credits social media for increasing the amount 
of access that people like her have to the experiences and perspectives of marginalized folks 
thanks to the ease and speed with which people can compose and share their own stories and 
perspectives, compared to other points in history.  She says,  
I think it’s been really helpful just because you can see a lot more of other people’s 
perspectives when, you know, 10 or 15 years ago, um, you would only have people 
that you talked to, and it can be really hard for people to talk about it, but it’s a lot 
easier to share things on social media and talk there. (Penelope, interview 2)   
Articles she reads often also provide her new words or frameworks for thinking about issues 
of inequity. As her involvement with APSE has increased and flooded over into her social 
media usage, she also utilizes social media to engage in political organizing and to access 
ideas for engaging with social justice issues in her classroom.   
Though social media continues to play an important role in developing Penelope’s 
critical consciousness, she explains that important learning about issues of inequity is also 
driven by face-to-face conversations.  She explains, 
You can’t always just learn from reading about things; or, reading think pieces, or 
being on social media. You have to have those real conversations with people. Um, 
like I said, I really do value not being the smartest person in the room. I always want 
to be the dumbest person in the room because that means I’m learning something. I 
really enjoy learning. (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 1)   
This desire to constantly be learning is an important driving factor in her continual critical 
consciousness development; the people that she interacts with are one of the most prominent 
influencers of this development.  Here, Penelope values learning from others and enacts this 
by purposefully surrounding herself with people that she sees as further along the path than 
she is.   
As this point in her life Penelope is also making a concerted effort to engage critically 
with what others say to her, forming her own opinions rather than simply repeating what she 
has heard others say.  As mentioned previously, Penelope has a tendency to see things in 
terms of black and white (with little gray) and to take what people say to her (people that she 
trusts, at least) at face value. This is something she has become more aware of as her own 
critical consciousness has grown, and something that she is trying to work on. While she 
values listening to and talking with others as important tools for her own learning, she wants 





She also now emphasizes listening and acting strategically. Earlier along her path, she 
was quick to argue, “raring to go” (Penelope, Interview 4) as she describes it.  And while she 
is certainly still willing to argue, she feels that she understands now that “you can sometimes 
get more accomplished by having a strategy and thinking through what you’re going to say to 
someone or how you’re going to approach an issue, versus just dealing with it right 
away”(Penelope, Interview 4). Thinking strategically in this way is something that has been 
emphasized in what she has learned and continues to learn about organizing through her 
involvement with APSE. 
As Penelope discusses her ever-developing thinking and engagement with issues of 
inequity, she explains why it is critical that she never stops pushing to advance her own 
understanding of inequity by saying,  
If it ever stopped, like, that would be a problem.  It, it is gonna have to go on, 
because, partly because like, for my own education, but also partly because it’s really 
important as White people who are like, somewhat aware of how bad it is, we have to 
set an example for other White people. Um, because, not because like, not in a like, 
savior kind of way, but just in a like, someone has to do it so that other White people 
know it’s possible. (Penelope, Interview 3 Part 2)  
Penelope has come to understand that, as a White person in the work of seeking equity, she 
has the responsibility of advancing her own understanding as well as serving as a model for 
other White people, showing them that it is both possible and imperative that they engage in 









APPENDIX H: CHARLOTTE’S CASE NARRATIVE 
Charlotte’s Path 
Charlotte is in her mid-20s and is in the summer after her 2nd year of teaching 5th 
grade when I meet her for the first time to conduct our first interview. Charlotte teaches 
social studies and language arts, which she loves, though her 2nd year of teaching was much 
more challenging than her first and she is grateful for the bit of respite and recuperation that 
this summer is offering her.  
My interviews with Charlotte take place in her home, a small apartment in Douglass. 
We spread out our large paper timeline on her blond wooden coffee table, which she made 
herself with help from her sister. Our interviews are peppered with talk to her cat, Silvester, 
who often comes to visit with us and tries to get our attention as we talk. We sit side by side 
on the couch, regularly with hot tea freshly made for the occasion. As Charlotte talks, 
especially about learning how to do new things in her teaching practice, her face lights up 
and her voice fills with excitement. When discussing new techniques for engaging students in 
discussions or new approaches to old content, the energy and anticipation in her voice are 
almost palpable. Like all of the participants, Charlotte is White. When asked about the ethnic 
or cultural background of her parents, Charlotte initially references a genealogy project she 
did in college, listing “German, French and English and then Scotch-Irish” (Charlotte, 
Interview 1), but then quickly adds, “They’re all White….They’re all very White” (Charlotte, 
Interview 1). She is taller than I am, probably around five feet eight inches, with dark hair 
and a kind, round face. From our first meeting, our conversation flows warmly and we talk 
like old friends.  
Childhood: Growing up and Family 
Charlotte was born in Douglass, a city adjacent to Burke City, where she moved early 
in her life and grew up. She and her family moved to Burke City into a house that her parents 
paid to have built before she was five. She doesn’t remember much about the time before she 
moved to Burke City, but does remember visiting the building site with her mother, the 
skeleton of the house under construction and the flat tires that her mother’s car would suffer 
from running over nails littered about from the construction. She describes being fortunate 
that her mother was able to take time off from her professional job, shifting to weekend 
work, when Charlotte and her siblings were young in order to spend more time with them. 
She describes it as “a bit of extra privilege”(Charlotte, Interview 1) to have had the time with 
her mother during the week and with her dad, who worked long hours in a white collar job on 
weekdays, on the weekends. Charlotte remembers those weekends with her dad fondly, 
saying “my dad would hang out with us, which was always a hoot ‘cause…I mean, my dad is 
an amazing dad. But there were definitely some things that we did when mom wasn’t home. 
Like, whenever I went to the grocery store with my dad, we’d always end up bringing Oreos 
home”(Charlotte, Interview 1).  With two parents holding stable, professional jobs, growing 
up in a house that her parents built and attending a private K-8 school, Charlotte’s 
background is decidedly middle-class.  
Charlotte describes her parents as a “ridiculously happy” (Charlotte, Interview 1) 
married couple. She remembers her father affectionately wrapping his arms around her 
mother while she cooked in the kitchen, and taking wine out onto their deck and simply 





parents are” (Charlotte, Interview 1). She recognizes that this gave her a bit of a limited 
perspective on relationships, leading her to be thoroughly confused when, in high school, she 
had peers whose parents were getting divorced for the first time and she didn’t understand 
why that would happen, assuming that all married people were as happy as her parents. 
Charlotte’s immediate family also includes an older brother and sister, both of whom 
preceded her in also attending a private, non-denominational, Christian K-8 school in Burke 
City. Charlotte’s family is Christian, but do not prescribe to a particular denomination. 
Christianity and being involved in church are constants throughout Charlotte’s life. The 
church that Charlotte and her family have been members of her whole life was just getting 
started when Charlotte was born. As she grew up, the church grew along with her. She 
describes the church population as racially diverse, including members that are Black, White 
and Hispanic. We do not discuss the intricacies of Charlotte’s religious beliefs much, but a 
few ideas become salient and relevant in our discussions. One is that, though she doesn’t 
recall specific conversations, Charlotte remembers growing up with a specific understanding 
that, Biblically speaking, marriage is defined as a union between a man and a woman. The 
second specific religious belief that is salient across Charlotte’s life is that “God loves 
everyone” (Charlotte, Interview 2). This emphasis on God’s love for everyone, Jesus’s love, 
and the responsibility that Charlotte feels, as a Christian, for sharing that love appears to 
provide a drive across Charlotte’s life, from high school and into the present, for her to be 
oriented towards caring for and about others.  
This orientation is revealed in Charlotte’s critique of a summer camp director who, 
disturbed by the fact that one of his former counselors had come out as gay, became vocal 
about making a concerted effort towards emphasizing and pushing male campers towards 
traditional masculinity. Charlotte was surprised and disturbed by this approach, as she saw it 
as at odds with her firm belief that,  
the whole point of this camp is just for kids to be kids and to embrace discovering 
who they are and to really be a part of a safe environment where, yes, we tell them 
God loves them, and that’s a big part of their lives. He loves them, not because of 
decisions that they’re making; he loves them no matter what. And that’s what we’re 
supposed to be conveying to the kids. (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1)  
While many things in Charlotte’s growing up experience were fairly traditional, 
Charlotte did grow up with a strong sense from her parents that her gender, as a woman, 
should not dictate her career aspirations, activities, or appearance, aside from occasionally 
requiring that she and her sister match their clothing for family pictures. She says, “my 
parents were very clear on that, like, be what you want to be. Wear what you want to wear” 
(Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1). Charlotte considers herself to have been fairly traditionally 
feminine; when she was younger she reveled in wearing fancy dresses and gliding elegantly 
down the stairs, arms extended gracefully, to greet guests as they arrived at her home in 
almost a hyper-stylized feminine presentation. Charlotte’s older sister, however, was less 
traditionally feminine, preferring to play sports and hang out with boys, but also fully 
supported by her family.  
Charlotte’s schooling experience from kindergarten through 8th grade did little, if 
anything, for growing Charlotte’s awareness of social inequity. The private, Christian school 
that Charlotte attended was overwhelmingly White, with only one or two students of color 
per class, and almost exclusively students from middle-class or affluent families. The school 





overwhelmingly aligned with that of Charlotte’s family. Taking these factors into 
consideration, you start to get a picture of how Charlotte’s social exposure during most of her 
life from birth through 8th grade was largely homogenous and consistent with her own home 
background. Coming through this period of her life, Charlotte explains that she was largely 
unaware of how her family’s social position impacted her life. Though she now realizes that 
things like never having to worry about where her meals were coming from or how to get to 
school were privileges afforded to her by her family’s social status, she explains, “I think 
during that time period I was in that naiveté like lull. I didn’t know that I didn’t have to 
worry about things other people had to worry about”(Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 2). Charlotte 
connects her lack of awareness of issues of social inequity early in her life directly to the 
homogeneity of her environment, saying, “I think that during that time period it was, I was 
also around people that were similar to me, there was less like change going on. Less of 
things being exposed to me” (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1). Both home and school 
environments emphasized “pulling yourself up by your bootstraps”(Charlotte, Interview 2) 
explaining reward and success as the inevitable outcome of hard work. Charlotte also grew 
up with a colorblind approach to race that Charlotte characterizes as, “We’re all the same. 
Why does it matter?”(Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 2).  
Charlotte describes this period of her life, prior to high school, as a time in which she 
largely accepted the authority of authority figures without question and expected that those in 
leadership or authority positions knew everything. Charlotte sees high school, for her, as an 
important period of shifting from simply accepting things she was being told or had been 
told, to, as she puts it “questioning of what I’ve always been told”(Charlotte, Interview 4). 
Rather than actually coming to make firm decisions about what she believed or didn’t, this 
period during high school was really about shifting from the certainty of her earlier years to 
questioning.  
Several elements of Charlotte’s experiences in high school converged to support 
Charlotte’s questioning in this way, including: her family’s reevaluation of lifestyle and 
traditional medical advice; her move to a more socioeconomically, ethnically, and racially 
diverse public school; experiencing several social-equity minded teachers and specific 
elements that they incorporated into their instruction; and coming to feel tensions between 
what she believed at the time and how those beliefs impacted her new, diverse peers and 
teachers.  
When Charlotte was in middle school, her dad’s high stress job and a family history 
of heart problems culminated in his having a heart attack. This heart attack led Charlotte’s 
whole family to reevaluate many lifestyle elements such as diet and stress. Charlotte 
describes the importance of her father’s heart attack in prompting her family to reconsider 
some basic medical understandings that they had taken previously as “fact”. She explains that 
earlier in her life and based on the guidance of doctors, “we thought people who were vegan 
were hilariously terrible,”(Charlotte, Interview 1), even going so far as to blame the broken 
arm of a family friend on her poor nutrition because the child’s family was vegan. After her 
father’s heart attack, however, she and her parents started to question traditional medical 
authority and do some investigating on their own, leading them ultimately to adopt veganism 
for an extended period of time in an effort to pursue better cardiovascular health. Though it 
may seem, on the surface, to be unrelated to developing critical consciousness, Charlotte 
connects this time of questioning traditional medical authority with a larger tide of, 





see her parents, during this period, as people who were also learning, developing, growing 
and, in the end, changing their minds. In this way, her parents provided a basic model for 
what it can look like to question what you have previously thought and been told by 
authorities. They showed her that even they, authorities in their own right in Charlotte’s life, 
could seek out and consider additional information to inform a new understanding.  
High School 
With her move from middle school to high school, Charlotte also moved to a space 
that was, in many ways, a whole new world. In contrast to her largely homogeneous private, 
Christian K-8 school, Charlotte’s high school was public and diverse in a number of ways. 
Entering into high school, for the first time in her life Charlotte had classmates and 
eventually friends that were from low-income families, were people of color, and were 
LGBTQ-identified. Torrance High School provided Charlotte with a peer group and faculty 
that was much more racially, ethnically, socioeconomically, and ideologically diverse than 
her previous school. This new environment afforded Charlotte invaluable “exposure” 
(Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1) to people whose experiences and ways of thinking were very 
different from her own and those she had been exposed to previously. Charlotte describes 
this exposure to her new, diverse peer group as helping her become aware of issues of equity 
because, “that’s also when I met people that were experiencing the social inequities” 
(Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1). She began to understand how her experiences differed from 
those of some of her classmates, saying  
during high school was when I had friends that worked other jobs, or would go and 
work with their family afterschool. And so, they had trouble getting homework done 
and things because they were having to work with, work for their parents, uh, to make 
ends meet at home. (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1) 
Sewing Class 
 Torrance High School, like many others, included course offerings that tended to fall 
into two tracks, one for more advanced academics and college preparation, and another for 
courses that were geared toward vocational training. At Torrance High, this type of tracking 
typically resulted in the near segregation of White middleclass and affluent students into the 
college preparation classes, with little overlap with students of color and students of lower 
socioeconomic status, who were more frequently steered toward the vocational tracks. 
Academically, Charlotte qualified and participated in honors and advanced placement (AP) 
courses throughout her high school experience.  
Due to a scheduling error in her first year, however, Charlotte was placed into a 
technical class that was focused on sewing. Charlotte ended up really enjoying the class, and 
continuing to take the sewing class every year that she was in high school. This class 
contrasted starkly with her honors and AP classes in course composition, however.  Aligned 
with the tracking, described earlier, the sewing course was mostly filled with students of 
color and lower income students, many of which had been placed in the course, rather than 
choosing it. Participating in this technical class throughout high school gave Charlotte a 
much more personal look at what the school experience looked like for students outside of 
the AP and honors tracks.  
The class was taught by an older, White female teacher, Ms. Tierney. In her first few 
weeks at Torrance, Charlotte recalls witnessing a student being kicked out of class for the 
first time in her life. Charlotte remembers a Black male student and Ms. Tierney engaged in a 





while she was talking. Charlotte remembers the student “cussing the teacher out,” (Charlotte, 
Interview 1), and that ultimately school security was called to remove the student from class. 
The episode was shocking for Charlotte at the time, who had never before witnessed a 
student be removed from class. In the moment, Charlotte remembers feeling like Ms. Tierney 
was justified in removing the student from class. It was only later, when she started to notice 
patterns of differential experiences across race in her school, that she came to reconsider the 
broader context of that interaction and critique the system within which it occurred.  
 Though Charlotte still remembers Ms. Tierney, and her own relationship with Ms. 
Tierney, fondly as she progressed through high school she started to be able to see the ways 
in which her experiences in this class, and in school more broadly, were starkly different 
from those experiences of students of color. Charlotte describes the class as typically 
consisting of the White students sitting near the teacher and receiving instruction, with most 
of the Black kids sitting further away. Once the White students would learn a particular skill, 
they would move out into the class and support the other students in learning the skill.  
For the first couple years, Charlotte did not reflect on this pattern and simply saw her 
participation in supporting the other students as a logical extension of her being supportive of 
her classmates, saying “Like the first and second years I was just like, ‘Oh, I know what I’m 
doing, I can help’”(Charlotte, Interview 1). In her third year, however, she explains that, 
it became very clear, just even the seating arrangements, you know, little things that 
started to connect. Because I was seeing like her desk would be here and then these 
level of seats would be all White students and the further you got away from her desk, 
the different it would be and I remember she wouldn’t even go down the row to talk 
to them necessarily. (Charlotte, Interview 1) 
She connects her ability to start to notice this pattern in this class to the general questioning 
that she was doing during this time period and her exposure to issues of gender, race, 
economic and sexual orientation equity issues through conversations with friends and in 
some of her classes.  
Conversations: With Friends and In Class 
While her sewing class provided Charlotte with direct observation of the differential 
educational experiences of some of her new peers, she also gained exposure to others’ 
experiences through their own words. Charlotte describes gaining exposure to the 
experiences and perspectives of others through informal conversations with peers and 
friends, as well as through classroom activities used by some particularly influential teachers.  
Contextually, it is important to note that Charlotte was coming through high school at 
a point in which same-sex marriage was a salient topic of conversation both nationally and 
locally, as the state in which she lived was considering a constitutional amendment on same-
sex marriage. Despite being aware of the existence of terms such as “gay”, which arose 
largely through witnessing peer-to-peer teasing, Charlotte explains that she didn’t give much 
thought to sexual orientation until she moved into high school. Entering into high school, for 
the first time in her life Charlotte had teachers, classmates and eventually friends that were 
LGBTQ-identified. She perceived her school as being LGBTQ-supportive with multiple out 
(openly LGBTQ-identified) teachers, a gay-straight alliance, and many teachers that proudly 
displayed Safe Zone signs on their doors, signaling that they were safe people to talk to about 
LGBTQ-related challenges. This openness and presence of LGBTQ people and symbols 
contrasted with Charlotte’s earlier experiences in which she recalls being largely unaware of 





perspective, the institution of marriage was defined as being “between a man and a woman,” 
(Charlotte, Interview 1) but remembers it more in a general sense, rather than as the topic of 
any specific conversations. Moving into this LGBTQ-supportive high school environment 
and experiencing teachers and friends that were out as LGBTQ prompted Charlotte into 
doing a lot of internal processing as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer, as 
concepts, became more “real”(26M, Interview 3 Part 1), and more normal. 
She engaged in quite a bit of direct conversation with peers and teachers about same-
sex marriage and LGBTQ experiences throughout her time in high school. Charlotte situates 
herself, at this time, as having a reputation as the “good little church girl” (Charlotte, 
Interview 3 Part 1). She was open about her faith as a Christian at school, passing out what 
her classmates jokingly referred to as “Jesus cookies” (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1), in an 
effort to show her classmates that she cared about them. Because she was openly Christian, 
however, Charlotte remembers members of the gay-straight alliance group assuming that she 
and other Christian students “were against them and that we were hating them and we were 
upset with them” (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1).  
 Charlotte remembers having a deep desire to understand more of what was going on 
with the same-sex marriage and constitutional amendment debate, but also sensing a lot of 
anger on both sides of the issue, which made it difficult for her to feel like she could 
productively engage in conversations about the topic. At this point in her life, Charlotte was 
grappling with what she had been taught about biblical marriage, the broader marriage 
equality debate, and her new school context, in which she had gained teachers and friends 
that were LGBTQ-identified and a social sphere that was accepting of LGBTQ people. She 
recalls one girl, an out lesbian member of the gay-straight alliance, whose approach to 
conversations and her attempts to convince Charlotte to support same-sex marriage were 
confrontational and aggressive. Charlotte describes those conversations as having the effect 
of making her want to “push back even more” (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1) because of the 
girl’s combative approach. Charlotte contrasts these unproductive and combative 
conversations with more empathic conversations that she had with other friends. Charlotte 
found conversations that were more understanding of the fact that she was still figuring 
things out to be more productive for her. These more supportive, productive conversations 
around LGBTQ-issues occurred more frequently in college than high school. 
 Charlotte also had opportunities in high school for gaining exposure to the 
experiences and views of others through her classes and teachers. She mentions the 
significance of seeing one beloved gay male teacher leave the school (and the state) during 
her junior year because he couldn’t legally marry his partner at the time. For her, seeing the 
immediate impact of the issue directly on someone in her life helped her realize what a big 
deal the issue of marriage equality was for so many people. She started to sense the tension 
between her long-held biblical beliefs about marriage and how that was playing out on a 
political level and impacting people she personally knew. She explains how it helped her see 
that “This is not an abstract thing. This is very real…like this truly affects people” (Charlotte, 
Interview 3 Part 1).  
Influential Teachers 
Charlotte also had a series of teachers in high school, Mr. Bernard, Ms. Cordova and 
Ms. Bushnell, all White teachers, who helped grow Charlotte’s questioning and awareness of 
social inequity though who they were as people and through their in-class content and 





of both gender and sexuality. He was the first person that Charlotte had ever met that openly 
challenged traditional binary views of gender and sexuality. In his class, they directly 
engaged with issues such as stereotyping, gender, media influence, and the school to prison 
pipeline. Charlotte explains how Mr. Bernard’s class helped her start to consider, “What is 
the world constantly telling us that we can’t ignore?”(Charlotte, Interview 1). In the vein of 
“questioning,” Charlotte explains Mr. Bernard’s class as providing an opportunity for her to 
begin to figure out what had influenced her to think in some of the traditional ways that she 
did, as they analyzed movies, advertisements, and literature. Assignments in the class 
allowed for students to engage the ideas from angles that interested them and were relevant 
to their own experiences; thus, through students sharing their work, Charlotte was able to 
learn about and from her classmates’ experiences, as well. Mr. Bernard also openly 
challenged problematic parts of the educational system, such as mandated standardized 
testing, by being transparent with the students about why he saw the tests as unfair and 
unhelpful, while also acknowledging that the students had to learn how to pass them. In this 
way, Mr. Bernard served as an early model for Charlotte of teaching that did not focus 
simply on accepting knowledge or the educational system as it was.  
Mr. Bernard also introduced Charlotte to a TED talk that had a large impact on 
Charlotte’s developing thinking, questioning, and ultimately on her disposition to actively 
seek out alternative stories, experiences and perspectives. The TED talk was given by Ngozie 
Adichie in 2009 titled “The Danger of A Single Story.” Adichie’s talk focuses on how power 
intertwines with storytelling and the way in which telling and only hearing a single story of a 
people creates a misrepresentation and flattening of their experiences, robbing them of 
dignity. This talk was very impactful for Charlotte, and she mentions it several times 
throughout our series of interviews. This talk also contributed to this “questioning” period by 
helping her see how her own thinking had been shaped by the single stories she had been 
told. She explains, “That was very impactful to me and made me want to hear what stories I 
have not heard. What stories am I not hearing? Who am I not giving a voice in the 
conversation?”(Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 2).  This talk motivated her to actively seek out, 
engage with and pay attention to the stories and experiences of others from that point 
forward, often through direct conversation. She recalls seeing this same TED talk on several 
different occasions since.  
Ms. Cordova, an openly lesbian English teacher, and Ms. Bushnell, her Civics 
teacher, also provided models of teachers that engaged issues of social inequity in their 
teaching. Ms. Cordova was very vocal about the importance of understanding what was 
going on in the current political landscape at the time and, in particular, with regard to the 
same-sex marriage debate. For Charlotte, Ms. Cordova provided one example of a strong, 
vocal woman. As an English teacher, Ms. Cordova also exposed Charlotte to literature, and 
thus perspectives and experiences, outside of the typical White-male canon, such as Toni 
Morrison’s Beloved.  
Ms. Bushnell contrasted with Ms. Cordova in that she was careful not to reveal her 
own political leanings to students, but really pushed students to identify what they thought 
and to be able to justify their ideas. Ms. Bushnell’s class had a strong emphasis on debate. 
Charlotte explains that in both Ms. Bushnell’s and Ms. Cordova’s classes, “it was a, ‘You 
can’t just think something,’ you have to have proof. You have to have justification. There has 





challenging for her in Ms. Bushnell’s class because it was the first time that Charlotte had 
had to think about her own understanding of political issues.  
Charlotte explains that these classes and teachers collectively gave her a lot of 
exposure and pushed her further into questioning what she knew and had always been told. 
Through these classes, she was exposed to new concepts like privilege and began to question 
the “bootstraps” narrative that she had grown up with; she realized, for example, that she had 
a hard time justifying her critique of government assistance programs like welfare. Her high 
school period ultimately left her with a lot of questioning, but not a lot of firm beliefs or 
understanding. She explains, “That was not a time of growth for me as much as it was a time 
for questioning” (Charlotte, Interview 1). 
High School: Set the foundation 
 Though she feels that she left this high school period with more questions and fewer 
answers, this period of initial exposure to new ideas, exposure to experiences of others, and 
developing questions seems to have set the stage for important development in Charlotte’s 
thinking as she moved into college. For example, in Mr. Bernard’s class, Charlotte recalls 
learning about privilege, but describes herself as “at that point, I still wasn’t really will- 
willing to hear that”(Charlotte, Interview 1). She remembers that she struggled a lot with 
trying to make sense of her prior ways of thinking about the world with the experiences and 
perspectives of her new friends who were actually dealing personally with issues of inequity. 
For Charlotte, friendships were very important mechanisms through which she not only had 
access to others’ experiences, but actually heard them. She explains, “I was friends with a lot 
of these people before I necessarily saw all of the inequities and social problems. And so, for 
me, being friends first meant that I had a connection to the person so I was more willing to 
hear and listen to what happened. But there were definitely some things that I struggled with 
and like, even though I learned a lot about them, I didn’t necessarily accept them or move 
forward from that”(Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1). The struggle manifested as she found 
herself “backing against” (Charlotte, Interview 2) what she had always been told as she 
collected exposure to others’ experiences that contradicted that.  It wasn’t until college that 
she started to feel like she was really making progress at grappling with some of these 
contradictions.  
College 
As Charlotte moved from high school to college, she began a period of very 
purposeful learning and exploring as she sought to move from simply questioning, to 
understanding and formation of her own beliefs.  Charlotte elected to attend the public 
university in her home town, Murray University. Several elements of her college experience 
impacted her growing thinking about social inequity, including: close personal friendships 
and conversations with people of difference, coursework that explicitly connected equity 
issues to education, and participation in a faith-based organization with a welcoming and 
explicit focus on racial reconciliation.  
Contextually, the broader national conversation was shifting from a focus on gender 
and marriage equality to race. As Charlotte moved into college there is increasing media 
coverage of shootings of unarmed Black people by both White civilians and police officers, 
and the #BlackLivesMatter movement was beginning to grow. There were also increasingly 
heated and publicized debates about public and confederate monuments, an issue that was 
salient on Murray University’s campus due to its own contentious confederate monument. 





race and racism. As Charlotte discusses her engagement with these specific elements, she 
often references initially trying to grapple with “both sides” of the issues. Charlotte wanted to 
understand the experiences of her friends of color and what police shootings of unarmed 
Black people meant for them, while at the same time she had members of her own family that 
were members of the police force that, themselves, felt threatened by what Charlotte 
perceived as extremists on the #BlackLivesMatter side. The phrase “both sides”(Charlotte, 
Interview 3 Part 1) comes up repeatedly throughout our interviews as Charlotte describes 
various contentious social issues, such as same-sex marriage, confederate monuments and 
police shootings. Building on the basic foundation of exposure and questioning that was built 
during high school, Charlotte entered into college and immediately began seeking out and 
engaging in opportunities to learn more about and gain more exposure to the experiences of 
others in relation to social equity issues. 
Friends and Conversations 
In her first college English course, Charlotte formed a friend group of first-year 
women who all brought a unique perspective to the group. The group included Charlotte, a 
White Christian woman (“Christian girl”); Bethany, a Jewish, gay woman with a disability 
(“Jewish girl”); Amara, a Muslim woman (“Muslim Girl”); and Katie, a White woman 
(“party girl”) (Charlotte, Interview 2). Charlotte describes how close these women’s 
friendships were, how much they loved each other and how they “had such honest 
conversations with each other” (Charlotte, Interview 2). They each brought a unique 
perspective to the table, and their strong, loving relationships opened up space for genuine, 
respectful conversations that really helped Charlotte learn and grow in her thinking in ways 
that weren’t possible for her in the more confrontational conversations she remembered in 
high school. In these conversations, Charlotte felt safe enough to ask questions about other’s 
religious beliefs, and these friends were generous enough to provide thoughtful, engaged 
responses. Their conversations helped Charlotte grow in her understanding of sexism and 
women’s rights, understanding of Islam as a religion, and treatment of people with 
disabilities on campus. Her friendship with Amara, in particular, helped her understand, on a 
deeper level, the impact of a vicious hate crime against several Muslim students that occurred 
while she and Charlotte were students at Murray University.  
Faith and Campus Cross Connection 
When Charlotte moved to college, her Christian faith continued to be an important 
part of her life. When she arrived on campus, she sought out an opportunity to continue to 
connect to a Christian community there, which she found in an organization called Campus 
Cross Connection (CCC). CCC was introduced to Charlotte by a friend of her older sister, 
but Charlotte recalls being drawn to the organization’s emphasis on being welcoming to all 
students and its focus on social justice. 
 At the time, CCC was led by a White male named Matthew. Matthew was a strong 
faith leader with an explicit focus on racial reconciliation. At this time, Charlotte was also 
beginning to participate in social media, such as Facebook; she talks about being influenced 
by the types of things that Matthew posted that drew attention to the ways in which “we as 
like White people who say we are here to support everyone are kind of ignoring the struggle 
that is happening in the Black community” (Charlotte, Interview 2).  
Her decision to join CCC based, at least in some part, on the organization’s social 
justice focus provides one example, of many, in which Charlotte chose to put herself in a 





opportunities in college in other ways, including her choice to attend a Christian camp 
focused on racial reconciliation, to participate in a university-sponsored privilege awareness 
activity, to engage in conversations and seek out the perspectives of those with experiences 
different from hers, and to actively research issues related to equity and justice on her own. 
Looking back on her earlier thinking, Charlotte believes that her exposure in high school to 
the experiences of others and the questioning she engaged in in that period drove her 
decisions to purposefully engage in learning about equity issues in college.  
More Conversations 
 She cites her involvement in CCC as a “pivot point”(Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1) in 
which she was surrounded by a community of people that “truly believed what I believed in 
the Bible,” but also included LGBTQ people who were out, including one of the female 
worship leaders. Though CCC held a stance consistent with Biblical teachings on 
heterosexual relationships and marriage, even more salient was CCC’s broader message of 
welcome and love. As a result, Charlotte recalls LGBTQ members of CCC telling her that 
they felt welcome there, though they had been ostracized in other Christian groups. Charlotte 
explains that it was impactful for her to talk with LGBTQ members of the group who were 
willing to share their own experiences and struggles to reconcile their own feelings with their 
Christian beliefs. Through conversations with people in CCC and with her friend Bethany, 
Charlotte came to support a separation of church and state argument for marriage equality, in 
which she recognized governmental marriage and biblical marriage as being two distinct 
institutions. These conversations led her to consider the ways in which same-sex couples and 
their families were impacted negatively by not having access to legally recognized marriages 
(such as limitations to family health insurance and adopting children).  
Faith, Social Justice, and Conversations 
Within the context of CCC, the friendships she made there, and activities that the 
group held, Charlotte came to see her faith as necessarily tied to issues of social justice. From 
early in her life, Charlotte’s Christian faith centered on love; Charlotte felt deeply that, as a 
Christian, she was to “love everyone no matter what” (Charlotte, Interview 1). As she moved 
into this space in college, however, she started to see that sentiment more explicitly in light 
of race and gender issues. She came to see that “people are feeling neglected in the church 
because of their race” (Charlotte, Interview 2). For Charlotte, the requirement to “love 
everyone” extended to actively engaging with and addressing issues of racial and gender 
inequity. She speaks passionately as she explains, “For me, my faith has been an asset to 
everything that I’ve gone through and everything that I’ve kind of experienced, and I found 
that it’s something that has increased my understanding of how much injustice is something 
that, you know, God fights against, too. And like He cries out for His, His kids that are 
experiencing these injustices” (Charlotte, Interview 4).  Contrasting her experience with 
many who find their Christian faith to be in conflict with how they come to think about 
issues of social justice, Charlotte explains that her learning about social justice has reinforced 
her faith, saying “God has walked me through a lot of this. Jesus came specifically to have 
conversations and to love on people that were different from Him, and like how important 
that is” (Charlotte, Interview 4). 
Her faith, in this way, supports her orientation towards concern for how issues of 
inequity impact others. This orientation was evidenced as early as high school in how 
Charlotte was moved to really listen to the experiences of her friends’ in high school.  





is also seen in how Charlotte grew in her own understanding of what it means to be 
transgender and how to support and be inclusive of gender non-conforming people. In 
college, Charlotte had friendships with multiple people on her Ultimate Frisbee team that 
were transitioning at the time and these teammates were open in talking with her about their 
experiences. In this space, she learned to adjust her use of names and pronouns to match the 
preferences of the people with whom she was interacting. She ties this forward to her use of 
gender neutral collective pronouns (such as folks) to refer to her students now (as opposed to 
the more binary and traditional, boys and girls, or ladies and gentlemen).  
Trip to India 
 Charlotte also had the opportunity to spend a summer in India working for a non-
profit organization that supported the rehabilitation of victims of sex trafficking. She speaks 
fondly of the experience now, recalling with affection in her voice, the women that she came 
to know and work with while she was there. For Charlotte, her time in India gave her 
exposure to what she perceived as the extremes of gender-based oppression. Her specific line 
of work there meant that Charlotte met many women who were victims of sex trafficking and 
she experienced a culture, as a woman herself, in which women were often treated as objects. 
She learned, through her work, how even local police officers would tip off brothels so that 
they could hide or remove children from the spaces ahead of a raid. This experience 
developed, in Charlotte, a deeper understanding extremes of gender inequity. She connects 
this forward to how she approaches her teaching and interactions with male students, in 
particular, around issues of sexism. She explains,  
It definitely has impacted the way I talk to my students and the way, like, we 
approach gender topics. And, like, when boys say things, I’m like ‘oh, no no, we are 
not even, no! You’re going to sit with me now and we’re going to discuss why you 
think that was an appropriate thing to say.’ Because I’ve seen where men that don’t 
get confronted with these things can lead. And when you think that you are the all 
authority and women are only objects, it leads to some really terrifying places. 
(Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1) 
Charlotte also talks about coming to see, in India, how issues of socioeconomic inequity 
came to intersect with issues of gender inequity; many of the sex trafficking victims that 
Charlotte worked with had become such because they were born into families that very 
literally could not afford to care for them.  
 Her trip to India also gave Charlotte a concrete experience being immersed in a 
totally new culture. Previously, it was in interactions and conversations with peers in high 
school and college that Charlotte had come to understand a little bit about cultures that were 
different from her own. In India, however, Charlotte was, for the first time in her life, the 
only White person in her space and was surrounded by a culture that was not her own. 
Charlotte recognizes that her experience as a White person in India, a place where whiteness 
is valued, is not comparable to experiences of people of marginalized races and cultures in 
the United States. The experienced did, nevertheless, require her to learn different languages 
and cultural norms and placed her in a circumstance where her whiteness was an oddity, 
rather than normative.  
 Coursework in College 
 Charlotte also cites specific experiences in coursework during college as having been 
influential on her thinking about social inequity and how she came to connect it to teaching. 





Charlotte views the exposure to the work, thoughts, and experiences of people with different 
experiences and perspectives as continuing to shape her thinking in college. She mentioned 
literature courses that exposed her to books written by authors of color, such as Sandra 
Cisneros’s House on Mango Street, and included specific discussions about who the authors 
themselves were, and why that mattered to the stories they told.  
Charlotte also recalls being in a communication studies course in which she was 
purposefully paired up with a student that was different from her, a Black male football 
player named Charles, for a project in which they had to interview each other. The project 
and her interviews with Charles helped her to gain a more complex understanding of this 
student, his life, hopes and dreams. She describes it as “very humanizing” (Charlotte, 
Interview 3 Part 1). When I ask her if she thinks this experience offered her more exposure, 
she clarifies  
I feel like it wasn’t necessarily exposing things, I would say more humanizing. It was 
more like people often see you as you know, in our society as like a scary figure 
because you’re a Black male, or as because you’re a gigantic linebacker, or because 
you know there will be automatically social or economic classes that are put on you 
because of your race. And so getting to kind of step back from that, and be open like, 
‘I want to hear your story and not having any assumptions.’(Charlotte, Interview 3 
Part 1) 
For Charlotte, this experience provided her important perspective that highlighted not 
necessarily the ways in which her experiences were distinct from Charles’s, but built a 
deeper, more complex understanding of Charles and allowed her to see how they were 
similar.  She learned that “football wasn’t everything to him” (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1) 
and that they both held faith as a central part of their lives.  
Charlotte was an elementary education major and she draws connections between 
some of her education courses and her thinking about social inequity specifically in relation 
to education. She mentions several courses in her education program that focused strongly on 
tailoring your teaching to the unique needs and experiences of your students. These courses 
helped her develop a strong orientation towards taking into consideration the needs of every 
child, understanding the importance of students’ families and taking responsibility for 
creating the best possible learning environment for students. In particular, Charlotte had a 
course that focused on social justice in education that profoundly impacted her thinking 
about social inequity and education. The course, taught by a woman named Torri, included 
content focused on a variety of equity issues along various axes of oppression, including 
sexual orientation, gender, gender identity, class and race. For Charlotte, the main way in 
which this course shaped her thinking was to push her to consider how her own experiences 
and perspective shaped how she views and interacts with the world, her “lens”. This was new 
for Charlotte. She explains that though it is sometimes uncomfortable to consider one’s lens, 
particularly when that lens is colored by privilege, “that’s something I had to do in that class 
was ‘What is your lens?’ Because it’s not the same for everybody else. And so, ‘Why is your 
lens going to be different?’ (Charlotte, Interview 2).  
Charlotte brings this lesson about evaluating and considering her lens forward 
throughout her story from that point, using it as fuel to prompt continuous investigation of 
issues of equity that she encounters. This focus has also helped her to consider the sources of 
opinions and information that she receives and to consider the ways in which the experiences 





She also brings this lesson forward to connect to her own teaching, considering how 
her experiences necessarily shape how she views education and prompting herself to self-
monitor how her lens, as a White, cisgender woman, shapes her perceptions and decisions as 
a teacher. Torri led the class in a way that required students to engage each other on the 
issues they were discussing, an activity that Charlotte found very helpful. Rather than simply 
feeding the students information, Torri would share data, readings, and definitions with the 
students and then require them to discuss and debate them with their classmates. These 
discussions contributed in two important ways to Charlotte’s developing thinking: 1) she was 
required to construct and actively explain her own understanding of the issues at hand, and 2) 
she was given access to the experiences and constructions of her classmates. In particular, 
though her class was overwhelmingly White, Charlotte remembers being affected by hearing 
a Black female student that was willing to talk about how the issues that they discussed 
impacted her personally and in ways that contrasted with the experiences of her White 
classmates.  
Similar to some of her high school classes, the discussion and debate focus of these 
course activities provided Charlotte the opportunity to grapple with what she really thought 
and believed. In contrast to her high school experience, however, Charlotte was further along 
her path at this point, having engaged actively in learning about issues of equity within and 
outside of her coursework, so rather than simply questioning, she was beginning to form firm 
understanding around equity issues.  
Charlotte also talks about the important vocabulary that this course provided her. As 
Charlotte describes her path, she ties in the importance of having “the right words” and 
having information to support her position or argument. In Torri’s class, Charlotte was 
prompted to actively engage with words like privilege, explicit bias and implicit bias.  This 
course had a specific focus on introducing these concepts and prompting students to 
construct their own definitions as they developed understanding. The importance of 
vocabulary becomes apparent as Charlotte describes, on multiple occasions, not feeling like 
she had the “right words,” (Charlotte, Interview 4) to support an argument or explain her 
thinking. She lacked them in high school when she was initially confronted with sexist 
comments from her male peers. Fortunately, she had some strong female classmates that set 
examples for her and she was able to learn from them in these occasions. Later, in college 
she began to collect words and information through conversations with her female friend 
group, this course, and other educative, equity-focused experiences like CCC. These words 
and information helped her not only come to develop her own understanding, but also to help 
her feel more equipped to express her views on equity issues to others. The issue of being or 
feeling equipped to defend your stance or argument, with words and information, is one that 
came up repeatedly in our interviews, and continues to impact Charlotte’s thinking and 
engagement on issues of equity.  
Teaching 
As Charlotte moved into her teaching position, the importance of learning words and 
information related to issues of equity continued to be salient. Charlotte was fortunate to 
complete her student teaching at West Woods Elementary and then move into a full time 
teaching position there upon her graduation. This school is in Burke City and serves a student 
population that is around 23% Black, 14% Asian, 14% Hispanic, 44% White and about 5% 
multiracial. Though the school is in the Burke City school district, which is affluent 





qualify for free or reduced lunch. West Woods is a unique school and has proven an 
important context within which Charlotte has grown and continues to grow in her thinking 
about issues of social equity and connecting those to her thinking about education. Her 
school has a strong and explicit racial equity focus; as a result, there is an equity coach on 
staff full time, and the school has an equity team made up of teachers and leaders in the 
school, which leads racial-equity focused initiatives. Because of this equity focus at the 
school level, Charlotte has been participating in monthly equity meetings at her school since 
she began her student teaching there.  
Mentor 
During her student teaching, Charlotte was fortunate to work under a skilled mentor 
teacher, Ms. Torain. Ms. Torain is a Black woman who provided Charlotte the opportunity to 
see some of the ways in which race impacts her work as a teacher. Charlotte provides a 
concrete example of this by describing what happened at the open house for her student 
teaching year. An open house is an event in which parents and students come in to meet their 
teachers for the first time prior to the beginning of the school year. Charlotte explains, “It 
was interesting because they [parents] would come up and talk to me and be like, ‘Oh, you 
must be Ms. Torain!’ And I’m like, ‘Not at all. I’m not even close.’”(Charlotte, Interview 2). 
She understood that, “a lot of the parents assumed that I was the teacher cause I was White” 
(Charlotte, Interview 2). Charlotte did not immediately read the racialized context of these 
interactions, but Ms. Torain did not gloss over them for her; instead, Ms. Torain was explicit 
with Charlotte about the challenges she has had as a Black teacher. Charlotte recalls Ms. 
Torain openly explaining how hard she had to work to earn the respect of the parents, 
pointing out that Charlotte, on the other hand, had been looked to immediately as having 
authority in the classroom.  
This experience allowed Charlotte to apply a similar understanding to an experience 
she had in her second year of teaching when she received a White student who had been in 
Ms. Torain’s class the year before. When the student had been in Ms. Torain’s class, the 
parents had emailed Ms. Torain weekly and were constantly checking up on her. When 
Charlotte received the student, Ms. Torain warned her about the parents and how difficult 
they had been to work with. On the contrary, however, Charlotte didn’t experience any of 
those challenges. Charlotte explains,  
Yeah, I got like three emails throughout the year. And she [Ms. Torain] got like one 
every single week. And I was like, she [the parent] automatically trusted me even 
though I have like three years less experience than my CT [mentor teacher] did. And 
like there was a very different- and that parent was White. And so it was very 
interesting to see where the trust was immediately bestowed. (Charlotte, Interview 2)  
Equity Meetings 
Charlotte puts a lot of emphasis on the importance and influence of the equity 
meetings that she attends monthly at her school. These equity meetings have provided 
Charlotte a place to consider issues of whiteness in education and questions like, “What does 
it mean to have a White-washed education system?”(Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 2). Charlotte 
feels she has benefitted by the direct way in which whiteness in education has been addressed 
in these meetings. She sees them as playing a vital role in her own development, particularly 
as they fit into the larger tone of the school, an environment in which teachers are expected to 





They have taught me a lot. Um, because I’m at a school where it is unacceptable not to be 
informed” (Charlotte, Interview 4).  
 These meetings have also been places where Charlotte has been prompted to reflect 
on her own development in thinking about issues related to social equity by viewing other 
White teachers struggle with or push back against discussions about racism and race-related 
issues. There are two other White teachers, in particular, that Charlotte has seen struggle to 
engage productively with conversations at equity meetings about White privilege and Colin 
Kaepernick’s protests during the national anthem. In those moments, Charlotte was able to 
reflect on how, earlier in her life, she thought in similar ways and would have reacted 
similarly. She said, “When they talk, I’m like ‘Wow. I completely agreed with you at one 
point. And like those were words that I have said. If I hadn’t had my college experiences and 
if I hadn’t had my different equity experiences and hadn’t had an open mind going into this 
school, like I would have said those exact same words”(Charlotte, Interview 4). When I 
prompt her for an example, she talks about how these teachers claimed that Kaepernick’s 
protest was disrespectful of the flag. She explains that based on her patriotic upbringing, she 
would have held that perspective, too; however, she did research on the protest and was then 
able to reason about why this form of protest was not only necessary, but was conducted in a 
very respectful way. She explains, “Like he’s literally just taking a knee. Like it’s one of the 
most respectful ways of doing that. Like people used to take the knee in front of the flag as a 
respectful thing. It’s only become negative now that an individual of color has decided to do 
it” (Charlotte, Interview 4).  
These equity meetings have also provided a platform through which Charlotte is able 
to gain exposure to the experiences of faculty of color at her school. This exposure is similar 
to that which Charlotte had throughout high school and college to the experiences and 
perspectives of those different from her through conversations and classroom activities. She 
explains that approximately 60% of the faculty at West Woods are people of color. Through 
the structure of the equity meetings, which encourages participants to actively engage and 
share of their experiences, she has benefited from the “personal testimony” (Charlotte, 
Interview 3 Part 2) of many of the faculty of color at her school. Again, Charlotte holds a 
strong value on listening to and learning from the stories and experiences of others.  
Connecting Equity Thinking with Thinking about Practice- More Mentors 
The racial equity-focused environment of her school has also provided incentive for 
Charlotte to connect her thinking about equity issues and her thinking about classroom 
practice. Charlotte describes herself as a “people-pleaser” (Charlotte, Interview 4) and 
explains that when she came to understand that directly engaging issues of equity in the 
classroom was expected of her and valued by her administration and the broader school 
community, she was motivated to take it up.  
The equity focus of her school also means that Charlotte has had access to some 
important teaching mentors that themselves hold a strong focus on engaging equity issues in 
teaching. Ms. Lindsey is a White, former classroom teacher that works full-time as an equity 
coach at West Woods. Charlotte has benefitted from having Ms. Lindsey to work with on 
crafting and teaching units of study that engage issues of race and racism. Ms. Knepley, the 
librarian at Charlotte’s school, who is also White, has served as an additional mentor. Ms. 
Knepley has reinforced the importance of not falling into the trap of telling a “single 
story”(Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 2) and helped Charlotte keep a focus on making sure that 





that it is also written by authors that share those identities. Having these women to work 
closely with over her first few years of teaching has provided Charlotte both guidance and 
modeling for thinking about engaging critically in her practice; it has also provided Charlotte 
the space to develop her own understanding as she engages in conversation with these 
women. Her school also has brought in Sula Mannix, a Black, teacher activist from the 
neighboring Douglass school district. Sula has spoken at equity meetings at Charlotte’s 
school, engaging teachers in discussions of things like #BlackLivesMatter and sharing with 
teachers about how she engages with equity in her own classroom. Charlotte has been 
inspired by Sula as a teacher that pursues equity-focused teaching in a context that Charlotte 
views as far less supportive than her own.  
In addition, Charlotte also talks frequently about Dr. Yates, a Black, district level 
equity leader, that has led many of their monthly equity trainings. Dr. Yates has established 
an important tone for Charlotte in how she thinks about engaging with and learning about 
issues of racial equity, in particular. She explains that Dr. Yates has set up the expectation 
that in learning about racial equity, “you’re going to be uncomfortable” (Charlotte, Interview 
2). Charlotte’s earlier conversations about race and racism, such as those that took place in 
CCC when she was in college, were more uncomfortable for her. Now, she says that she still 
feels some discomfort around these issues, but has come to accept that as part of the process 
of learning. She explains, “Being open to change and open to the impact of others is a big 
part of it. Being okay with it, being in an uncomfortable situation, an uncomfortable place, 
and being willing to hear other people’s stories”(Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 2).  
Dr. Yates, in addition to providing invaluable professional training and equity 
leadership in her school, has also been an important mentor for Charlotte one-on-one. She 
explains that on many occasions she has sought him out personally to discuss questions, 
problems or ideas she has about engaging equity issues in her classroom. He has also 
provided her with critical information and data to help her understand, for example, the 
historical context around confederate monuments and why some, such as the one on Murray 
University’s campus, is problematic. For Charlotte, gaining information, data, facts and 
doing research has frequently been part of her process of forming her thoughts and coming to 
understand social equity issues.  
Full-Time Teaching: Learning from the Students 
As Charlotte moved from student teaching into her role as a full-time teacher at West 
Woods, she had the good fortune of teaching the same students that she taught during her 
student teaching. This eased her transition, as she was able to utilize many of the strategies 
that she had honed the year before in her work with them. It was in Charlotte’s second year 
of teaching, in which she started fresh with a brand new group of students, that she began to 
really understand how she would need to adapt her own teaching to meet the unique needs of 
her new group of students. She explains,  
The next group, I tried those things [strategies she used with her first class] and it just 
did not have the same impact and I lost a couple of kids and I ended up having to stop 
and change everything. (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 2)   
In response to this challenge, Charlotte explains, 
And that’s when I started doing PBLs [project-based learning] on confederate statues and 
getting deeper into race conversations and that was a more racially diverse classroom than 
my last one I had. Then watching students drop what they were doing and engage in that. 





Charlotte points to how impactful it was for her to see her attempts at more equity-focused 
pedagogy (such as projects that engaged issues of race, confederate monuments, or opened 
up opportunities for students to challenge the prescribed curriculum) really succeed in 
engaging students. Charlotte goes on, at length, discussing the amazing engagement she saw 
from students when she gave them the opportunity to participate in this type of learning. Her 
face lights up as she pulls out her computer and shows me example after example of projects 
that her students completed. When talking about how her thinking about social equity came 
to intersect with her thinking about education, she explains that it was particularly impactful 
to see equity-focused pedagogy engage students that she had struggled to engage earlier in 
the year. Speaking about one particular Black female student, she explains  
And giving her a chance to actually look at evidence of racism in her history and then 
do something about it was really impactful for that student. And watching how she 
engaged in that project way more than she engaged in any other project really hit 
home for me. And like okay, this is not just good teaching practice. This is not just 
something that my principal is really into, this is actually impactful to my students. 
(Charlotte, Interview 4) 
For Charlotte, stepping into teaching also helped her move concepts that she had learned 
through her coursework from abstract to concrete. She explains, 
So I had- I had all these things beforehand, but until they were my kids that I was 
solely responsible for and nobody else really was, that’s what became very real and 
hit me, ‘Okay, all those things really do have an impact on everything you do.’ 
Because I feel like while in college, it’s very fluffy in the clouds. Like, ‘oh yeah, that 
might be something, that might be something.’ But then you’re thrown into a Title 1 
school where it’s a reality in a sense, that I hadn’t seen before. (Charlotte, Interview 
4) 
By working as a teacher at West Woods, Charlotte was able to anchor concepts that had, in 
her coursework, been somewhat abstract, such as Funds of Knowledge or culturally 
responsive, to the reality of her students’ lives and the education system, rendering them 
much more concrete.  
Understanding her students’ lives has also been promoted by the tone set by the West 
Woods school environment. According to Charlotte, “Like our school is like, ‘We’re not 
going to have you enter this and not really know what is involved in our students’ lives. Your 
just not gonna be an effective teacher that way’” (Charlotte, Interview 4). Through 
conversations with her students, both one-on-one and in the context of whole group 
activities, Charlotte has gained understanding of the types of things that impact students that 
are going on in their lives outside of school.  
 Similar to other conversations she has had with people of difference in her life, she 
explains that “getting individual testimonies from my students, as well, and how race has 
impacted them” (Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 2) has been really important to growing her own 
understanding of issues of equity. She emphasizes how important these testimonies are, 
saying, 
Because being a White individual, I do not have the background and the stories to be 
able to make equity make sense to me and others….Like Torri’s class, like knowing 
that my lens can only go so far and my understanding of these things can only go so 





answers, but in this case I don’t and that’s okay and it’s okay to reach out to 
people…(Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 2) 
Conversations with students have further prompted her to reflect on her own positionality as 
a White teacher engaging with students of color. Charlotte understands that many of her 
students of color have been hurt by White teachers previously, and that she must manage that 
element of her relationship with them by proactively working to show students that she is on 
their side when it comes to racial issues. Experiences interacting with students in her 
classroom and being called “racist” (Charlotte, Interview 2) has helped Charlotte learn to 
actively “check what students I am, um, responding to behaviorally, trying to make sure that 
I don’t have any bias,” (Charlotte, Interview 2) and that students don’t perceive any bias.  
Thinking About the Connection to Practice   
Finally, as we close out our interviews, I prompt Charlotte to describe for me the 
ways in which she sees her thinking about issues of social inequity playing out in her 
teaching. Many of the ways are things we have already talked about previously including 
race-based lessons and units that purposefully engage issues of social justice that are relevant 
to the lives of her students’, such as confederate monuments or racial inequity in schooling. 
She also talks about working hard to make sure that her students see themselves reflected in 
the curriculum and literature in ways that are complex and do not represent a single story. 
She explains the importance of not just listening to the story of those in power, elaborating 
Especially since I teach history, I wanna make sure that I’m not leaving the kids with 
the same stories that I was left with as a child. Because if we continue that, then it’s 
again, history still being written by people in power and always tailored in that 
direction. (Charlotte, Interview 4) 
In this way, she also shows how she has come to critique the standard curriculum. With the 
help of her equity mentors, Ms. Lindsey and Dr. Yates, Charlotte is currently working on 
renaming and reframing what has previously been their “Explorer Unit” (Charlotte, Interview 
2), which covers historical figures like Christopher Columbus, in order to place less emphasis 
on those that “did the most harm” (Charlotte, Interview 2) and more purposefully engage the 
perspectives and stories of Native Americans during that time period.  
Charlotte emphasizes making sure that she is responsive to the cultures and 
experiences of her students, explaining,  
Understanding how upbringing dramatically changes the way students will react to 
certain things in the classroom and how like race is so important to acknowledge and 
to allow to adjust our teaching because without it, we have a cookie cutter society, 
which when we put this cookie cutter society in, it becomes a White society. 
(Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 2) 
She also sees her thinking about equity playing out in her teaching in terms of “little things’ 
(Charlotte, Interview 4), such as heterogeneously grouping her students so that they can learn 
from students of different backgrounds. She discusses how she works in specific ways to 
center her students’ voices and contributions in the classroom, and framing them as active 
contributors to both their education and their world. She conducts a lot of Socratic Seminars 
(a specific way of facilitating classroom discussions that is centered on student voices), and 
has a large emphasis on giving the students opportunities to share their ideas and learn from 






At this point, Charlotte views her teaching as her mode of taking action against 
injustice. Seeing other teachers, like Sula Mannix, approach their teaching as action, and 
seeing the ways in which her decision to forefront issues of social justice in her teaching 
pushes against more traditional modes of teaching has led her to understand it this way.  
Though she doesn’t feel that she is yet ready or equipped to engage in more direct political 
action, she feels that through teaching, “if I can empower a whole nother generation to look 
at all these things differently, then we can… as they move forward, then we have a whole 
different conversation going”(Charlotte, Interview 4).   
Still Growing, Still Learning 
Charlotte characterizes her thinking about issues of social inequity, across all axes 
(race, class, gender and sexual orientation) as continuing to shift, grow and change. Since 
college, Charlotte has had social media accounts, like Facebook, that allow her to be exposed 
to the thinking, opinions and perspectives of her friends that hold a wide array of viewpoints. 
Reading their posts often brings into her awareness equity issues of which she had been 
previously unaware. People like Sula Mannix and Ms. Knepley share resources specifically 
relevant towards issues of equity and education. Other friends bring in articles and videos 
about other issues, such as how race impacts the framing of gun violence, critiques of 
colorblindness and white privilege. Charlotte has also used social media and the internet in 
general to access a variety of videos that share the perspectives of people of marginalized 
identities, such as one that features transgender and non-binary people discussing how they 
would like others to respond to accidental misgendering. Charlotte views the proliferation of 
videos on the internet to be an incredible resource for advancing her own thinking and 
understanding of the experiences of others. She explains,  
I’ve been doing a lot of research. We have, we are in such a technological age where, 
um, there are so many videos being shared of people, like, who identify in these 
different ways sharing their experiences. And find it’s a more respectful way that I 
have found, because they are offering it up. Where some people aren’t necessarily 
willing to share experiences. So, if they’re offering up their experiences online, I 
don’t have to make you feel uncomfortable by asking you about your experiences.” 
(Charlotte, Interview 3 Part 1) 
In addition to her social media exposure and the research that she actively does on her own, 
Charlotte sees her equity-focused school environment and her ongoing conversations with 
friends, other teachers, and her students as continuing to support her developing thinking and 
awareness.  
Finally, her Christian faith continues to play an important role in her life and 
developing critical consciousness. She explains,  
I think through it all there was always that firm belief in like, God's directionality for 
my life, and I knew like, I knew way back in middle school that He was heading 
toward me being a teacher. And so I watched as He opened different doors in my life 
of like, people to talk to, places to go, teaching experiences and stuff like that, to 
really prepare me for that. I never could have imagined my high school self going to 
this camp and actually signing up for the racial class. Could not have imagined my, 
my little young self who believed the White teacher when she kicked the Black child 
out of class that that was the right thing to do. Could not have imagined that child 
willingly signing up for a class where we had just straight up discussions on racial 





Charlotte firmly believes that God has provided her with experiences and people in her life 
that have led her down this path and continue to propel her forward in growth and 
understanding. Her Christian faith and devotion to showing love to others and fighting 
against injustice, as God does, drive her continued commitment to both teaching and 































































































































































































































































































White teachers that showed evidence of critical consciousness in their thinking about 
education on a screening instrument participated in a series of life history interviews to 
investigate the types of experiences that had impacted their critical consciousness 
development over their life courses. Their interviews, when analyzed across cases, revealed 
experiences and factors that influenced their critical consciousness in several major areas, 
described as themes. This exercise features these major themes and a sample of data aligned 
with each of the themes.   
 
Please note: The “critical consciousness” framing of this work was not used in interviews 
with participants. Interviews prompted participants to talk about experiences that had 
impacted their thinking about social inequity across several axes of oppression (e.g. race, 
gender, sexual orientation, class). Therefore, in participants responses they do not use the 
term “critical consciousness,” but, rather, talk about elements that influenced their thinking 
with respect to various aspects of social inequity.  
Request 
1) Please match the group of quotations to the theme.  Place the group number in the 
third column for the text that most closely illustrates the theme.  
2) After matching each theme to the group, please carefully review the selection of 
quotations for the theme that you have assigned. Please comment directly on specific 
quotations, if any, that you feel do not align with the theme that you assigned.  
 
Please note: Not every facet of a given theme may be present in the group of quotations 























Theme Description Group Number 
Motivation 
 
Participants indicated important motivations for 
engaging in the process of developing their 
understanding of and taking action to address 
social inequity. The theme Motivations 
encompasses the rationales, moral commitments, 
beliefs, and passions that undergird each 
participant’s path of critical consciousness. 
 
Context Participants talked about the importance of both broad 
contextual factors and specific local contexts 
(environments) that impacted their critical 
consciousness development. Broad contextual 
factors illustrate how current events provided 
opportunities for advancing participants’ thinking 
about and awareness of issues of inequity. Local 
contexts (environments) include participants’ 
immediate surroundings that impact their critical 
consciousness development. Environments can be 
physical, organizational, and/or social. 
Environments can be supportive or unsupportive 
of participants’ critical consciousness 
development.  
 
Influencers Participants named and discussed specific people 
that have impacted their critical consciousness 
development over their life courses. These 
influencers included a range of people, including 
parents, people of marginalized positionalities and 
more radical others (including fellow educators). 
More radical others are defined as people with 
whom the participant has interacted that were 
further along in their development of critical 
consciousness and/or understanding of a certain 
issue of inequity at a given point in time. 
 
Resources Participants indicated both material and conceptual 
elements that were influential along their paths of 
critical consciousness development. These resources 
included physical and digital resources, such as books, 
videos, articles, and social media. They also included 
words, language, and vocabulary as conceptual 
resources.  
 
Mechanisms Participants’ interviews indicated a variety of 
mechanisms which facilitated their critical 
consciousness development over their life courses. 
These mechanisms included: reading; watching; 
listening; life events; experiences as marginalized or 






other(s); taking action; conversations; and, choosing to 
learn.  






 Luckily I did have parents who were- who understood and communicated that like the role I 
was trying to fit was one that, um, was one way because we were White and that uh, people 
who were- who were not White had to fit different, or like it wasn't communicated like this, 
but like felt like they had to fit different kinds of roles. Like that was something I was aware 
of at least. 
 He was the first teacher, White teacher especially, that I had ever seen- because there weren't 
a lot of teachers I was interacting with that weren’t White, first of all -, he was the first 
teacher, though, in a public school that I had seen who was acknowledging that, um, it was 
actually harmful for there to be a narrative about, like, a savior teacher, or like that person 
who all the kids like, or the teacher that can deal with all the bad kids. 
 Jerri is somebody I respect and trust so when she tells me something I believe it, I’m inclined 
to believe it. 
 Ahm- since-since, really since 2016 I've been making a concerted effort be much more 
deliberate about cross referencing, looking at a multiple things 
 And so I feel like there is an element here of when I have come in to education, there are 
people constantly pushing me and telling me like how to make the connections and how to 
push them forward. So I've definitely had people in my life like the librarian, like Ms. 
Lindsey, Dr. Yates. So it's been a lot of people in my life.   
 I- I don't know ... I mean, I- I th- I think I warmed up pretty quickly to the idea that there 
were certain things that, you know, a- a very maternal, Black female teacher could do that 
this young white male couldn't do. Two of the- the- the ... three other teachers on my team, 
ah, two of them were Black women, and I- I think they were probably pretty instrumental in 
kind of explaining that to me. 
 And I think probably through my own interactions with people of color where I was just 
seeing that, that was probably the most influential. I mean he [a Black man in his church 






 But this school was, in my present mind, not necessarily the school that I would have learned 
a lot of diversity or inequalities from (referencing private, Christian school she attended K-
8).  I mean, I think I had ... maybe two people of color in school the whole time? And I think 
... I'm trying to think if we even had any teachers of color. I may have had one, I just don't 
remember. But it was very white washed as- as an education for a long time.  
 Being in that campus ministry also had a really big impact. Like our [the campus ministry’s] 
entire focus was on racial reconciliation… 
 I think that that, so that's definitely when things began to be real for me because I went from a 
whitewashed middle school and elementary school to a public school that was 40% white, 
30% student color I would say even more specific than that um I think it was like probably 





probably, I think 20% would probably be Hispanic and other. It was actually a really diverse 
school. Um so it had a lot of interesting dynamics that I had never experienced before. 
 That's a very, very clear point[the OJ Simpson trial] that I'm aware of that where, um, you 
know, I mean, during the trial the country was split almost completely along racial lines about 
whether he was guilty or not. Um, and I remember that really kind of humbling me and 
flooring me and just kind of giving me a clear understanding of how different the justice 
system, uh, is perceived, um, and to some extent how it works, um, differently for people, 
based on race 
 I mean, our, our[the teacher professional organization’s] mission and our, uh, you know, our, 
our MO as a, as an organization over the last three, four years, has been about racial and 
social justice, which, you know, uh, uh ... And so it's, I mean, it's everything. I mean, it's 
talking about all the things that are related to this. 
 So Grace is just very, very politically active and just kind of - she teaches English also and I 
became immediately kind of a go to person for help with navigating how we do things at this 
new school, and fast friendship and you know started and just dragging me to APSE 
meetings. And getting me involved with little subcommittees on various projects. 
 Especially with like, Trayvon Martin, and the start of-of Black lives matter, while I was in 
college. Even though I wasn't that involved, it was very much like a, "Oh my God, I had no 
idea that like, Black people were experiencing these things", um ... I thought racism was in 
the past, like kind of thing. Um ... at least like American racism. 
 Um, I think the school as a whole. I mean, again, we have a lot of crazy equity training. It's 
funny, I was hanging out with a friend of mine, who is an individual of color, this last week 
and we were having discussions on race and inequity and she was like, you like- I'm like, 
surprised by what you say. And I was like, dude, my school has grown me. (laughs) They 





 You know, so you can have all the faith in the world, if you just sit there and don't do 
anything, it doesn't matter. 
 Um, and, uh, you know, that ties in with just you can't just talk the talk. 
 For me, my faith has been an asset to everything that I've gone through and everything that 
I've kind of experience, and I found that it's something that has increased my understanding 
of how much injustice is something that, you know, God fights against too, and like He cries 
out for His, His kids that are experiencing these injustices 
 So there's sort of this, um, you know, talk is cheap kind of- 
 But, yeah, I mean, I-I was. Like, I've always been someone who, if something is wrong, like, 
we need to do something about it, we can't just talk about it. It's, it's weird for me because I 
see things very Black and White. Like, either you're doing something to fix it or you're not. 
Um, and I've always seen stuff like that.  
 And there is, there's a Jewish value about this that I learned when I was working at that 
summer camp that really also resonated with me. Um, I mean, it's from the Talmud. It's “You 
are not obligated to complete the work, but neither are you free to desi-desist from it”. 
 And so his whole thing was to go about if we truly believe that God loves everyone and we 
have a mission to share that. Then we need to do something about the fact that people are 
feeling neglected in the church because of their race. They're feeling like they're being pushed 





 Um, it, but ultimately, um, I found that approach, and my family found that approach, to be 
lacking in outreach. Um, that, I mean it's, it's the classic thing of studying all you want in the 




 We went to different churches but like it was so cool to experience that and to be the minority 
and to be under that situation because it was, like, I was definitely treated differently and that 
was the first time I've kind of experienced that 
 We loved each other and it was amazing how we had such honest conversations with each 
other, um, like me and this girl, we had real conversations on like, why the Christian 
community was against homosexuals and what that looks like and why 
 And that was new to me. Uh, it was before a whole bunch, a lot of the interstates, before 
cable television, so I'd never heard a southern accent before in my life. And that was a real 
struggle. Just communication-wise. 
 You know, ways that you, just by listening, I mean you pick up here and there certain things 
 Well because uh, especially in places in India, like women are treated so differently. And so I 
had to be very careful, like if there was a man in line, they'll skip over you and they'll talk to 
the man before they talk to you, you know, things like that. And men usually treat you very 
differently. I've never been cat called the way I was cat called in India. (laughs) I mean like 
there were tour buses that would stop and backup to take pictures of me, like craziness 
occurred while I was there, which was interesting 
 I mean we had like basic conversations about microaggressions. I mean...she didn't...we didn't 
call it that. I don't think either of us had heard that word before. Um but just like really 
ignorant things people had said to her in her classes. You know obviously the whole like 
if...if you're in History class and they're talking about the history of racism or slavery. Like 
everyone turns to looks at you that kind of thing. 
 Um, part of it was visiting schools while I was in Israel because I did try to do some teaching 
stuff. Um, and seeing like how segregated the schools were in terms of like Israeli Arab 
children and Israeli Jewish children. 
 we would like talk about whiteness a lot. And she has like no time for white, um, white savior 
complex, or white fragility, or anything. 
 And, I remember from that point, consciously starting to try and do that [listening]. In, 
specifically, connection with, um, with, uh, with race. You know, a decade ago, the general 
listening. But, specifically to, to paying attention to people's experiences, regarding race, in 







 I mean just in terms of the basic like, people sharing their thoughts and sharing articles or, 
um, studies about, about, um, gender and racial inequity. 
 …but definitely like, I think the school to prison pi- pipeline specifically was the first like, 
concept that I was exposed to where I was like, I, I had words for the questions that I had had. 
 'Cause the last two [articles] that she just posted was a White man that shot a Black man over 
a parking spot and like it was his parking spot. He wanted it and they were in it, and the kids 





harassing my family." And like ended up getting shot and killed by this White guy who was 
fighting over a parking spot.  
 Right, yeah, ahm and it- it[terminology] made sense, it clicked with lots of different things 
that I accepted as-as real. I-I mean, I think it was a Trayvon Martin where the concept or the 
terminology ah for institutional racism probably and it might 
 Um and the idea that like your zip code determines the test scores you get and, you know, the 
success you're going to have for the most part, and that was probably a, a big thing I started 
thinking about with Kozol [referring to book Shame of the Nation, by Jonathan Kozol]. 
 I also was very impacted by that TED talk. I don't know if you knew that Ted talk. I'll have to 
look up the exact name, but there's a TED talk on um, a young woman from Africa who is 
literally about the single story and the impact and the power of a single story and how it can 
break history 
 Yeah. Amendment one, when that was going on I, I remember, I mean, really preaching it in 
my class, I mean, talking about it and talking about it in, in the legal terms.. 
 I would say that was definitely something with gender though, because Beloved [novel by 
Toni Morrison] was such an interesting look at gender roles. Because that was also a book 
about single motherhood as well.  
 Yes, and I think that me still developing that like they gave me a lot of the right words to say. 
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